


integrate herself in with other local Nisei.*® Lillian Soto, whose father worked as a gardener in Santa
Monica for many “high-profile people” including Loretta Young and Lana Turner, was “recruited” by a
Caucasian church-going couple who simply asked many Issei parents if driving their Nisei children to
and from Sunday school and church service would be agreeable. Soto’s parents were Buddhists, but her
mother was “introverted” and the closest Buddhist church was in Sawtelle, at least three miles distant.
When asked, her mother responded with, “yeah, let them go,” as they felt that their children should
“have some religious background.”'® Dorthy Yasoe Ikkanda’s parents were so convinced of the
necessity of Sunday school that she and her siblings were “always sent.” Her parents thought so strongly
of the concept that, even as a Buddhists, they would send them to Christian Sunday school if that was
all that was available.'*

In order to maintain a constant presence in their parishioners’ lives, churches tried to ensure
that body, spirit, and mind be fed on days other than Sundays, and did so in many cases without the
inherent spectre of racial discrimination that was often found in other organized activities.!'* Both the
Young Men’s Christian Association (YWCA) and the Young Women'’s Christian Association
(YWCA) were heavily vested in Issei when they landed on American shores, providing them with
outreach services, English lessons, and opportunities to assimilate into the cultural and economic milieu

of their new home. “The [YWCA],” wrote “Katy,” a “Nisei male columnist” for the Rafu Shimpo, “is

well known” and “their activities are ever helpful to the women” of the Southland Nikkei

108 Kiyo Maruyama, interviewed by Martha Nakagawa, October 24, 2011, Densho Digital Archives.
109 jlian Soto, interviewed by Megan Asaka, July 6, 2008, Denshd Digital Archives.
110 Arthur Ogami, interviewed by Alice Ito, March 10, 2004, Denshd Digital Archives.

111 See Putney, Muscular Christianity.

198



Community.tt? “Katy” went on to write that “their activities are ever helpful to the women of this
community, and the effects of their work are unconsciously felt more or less by every woman of the
Japanese community in the Southland.”*** Historian Valerie Matsumoto has traced the Los Angeles
Nikkei YWCA to a 1912 outreach mission for Nikkei women and children, which within four years
was subsumed under the Y’s umbrella “to meet the needs of Oriental maids” with childcare, and classes
in domestic science, childcare, English, and dressmaking.!** By 1921, the YWCA also ran a downtown
branch and “hospitality center.” Masao Satow, an early Nisei born who moved to Los Angeles as a
young child in 1908, was instrumental in ensuring that Nikkei had access to their own YMCA in Little
Tokyo as well as open reception at other Southlands Ys.**> After his return to the Southland with an
advanced degree in 1922, he labored in order to open to Japanese previously-segregated YMCA pools
and facilities and eventually opened a basketball court, gym, and boxing facilities for Nikkei men at
Second and Main.¢

By the time Nisei became old enough to participate in the YWCA and YMCA on their own
terms, the organizations offered what Valerie Matsumoto described as a “dazzling array of activities,”

much of it self-directed by the Nisei, themselves.!t” At the most basic level, Ys offered Nisei a place to

112 Quoted in Matsumoto, 26.
113 1hid., 25-8.
1% 1hid.

115 Satow received his bachelor’s degree in Jun 1929 from the University of California, southern branch (now
UCLA) and completed theology training at Princeton Theological Seminary in 1922, See Brian Masaru Hayashi, For the
Sake of Our Japanese Brethren: Assimilation, Nationalism, and Protestantism Among the Japanese of Los Angeles (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1995), 16.

116 JackY. Kunitomi, interviewed by Martha Nakagawa, July 20, 2011, Densho Digital Archives.

17 The quote is from Matsumoto, 29.
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congregate, to perhaps play sports (often on teams that would compete regionally), participate in service
projects, camp, hike, learn trade skills, learn about Japanese culture and art, meet area businessmen, and
listen to influential speakers.*® Athletic and social clubs could be formed simply by finding enough
Nisei of similar age to petition to their local Y for sponsorship. Beyond this, the Y-branded
organizations operated both racially segregated and integrated clubs and service organizations in order
to carry out progressive extra-church missions. Toshi Nagamori Ito joined the Junior Misses, an affiliate
of the YWCA Girl Reserves, an organization begun in 1918 to “help girls” from ages twelve to eighteen
to “build character and contribute to society” in a Christian manner. By 1926, there were five Nisei
Reserve clubs in the Southland.!*® In addition to the arts, crafts, and service activities one normally
found in a Reserve meeting, Ito’s Junior Misses would invite boys from corresponding YMCAs to
dances and would regularly have outings such as “skating parties at the Shrine Skating Ring.”*?
Although the Reserves were segregated, the Ys school-based organizations were not. The YMCA and
the YWCA extended their influences to local area schools where Nisei would join Hi-Y clubs (males)
and Tri-Hi-Y clubs (females).!?* Hi-Y clubs were officially sanctioned in 1927, with Tri-Hi-Y clubs

following soon after (having been converted from various “triangle” girls clubs), just about the time

118 See Frank K. Omatsu, interviewed by Sharon Yamato, October 24, 2011, Denshd Digital Archives.

11 The male versions of these clubs were the Pioneers (ages twelve to fourteen) and the Comrades (ages fifteen to
seventeen), which both began probably in 1919. Interestingly, I can find no Nisei boys in the Southland naming either of
these clubs directly, although many did belong to YMCA programs of various sorts.

120 Toshi Nagamori Ito, interviewed by Martha Nakagawa, November 11, 2010, Denshd Digital Archives.

121 Note that many females called their Tri-Hi-Y clubs simply Hi-Y clubs, even though both were segregated by sex.
Eventually Gra-Y and Jr. Hi-Y clubs were formed for elementary-aged and Jr. high-aged students, respectively. This aspects
of YMCA/YWCA history is fairly understudied, and it appears that the two organizations cooperated a great amount on
Hi-Y for both boys and girls.
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many Nisei began to attend high school.*?? Officially, Hi-Y and Tri-Hi-Y clubs were designed to
“create, maintain, and extend to the fullest capacity of one’s ability, throughout the home, school, and
community, high standards of moral character through improvement, brother/sisterhood equality, and
service in high schools.” What did this look like in practice? Since the Hi-Y clubs were run as school
clubs, they were open to all races. Robert Wada, who joined Hi-Y when a student at Redlands High
School, recalled that the club centered on sports and service. “Free time,” with the Hi-Y was spend
“playing sports,” especially basketball, at the nearby YMCA. When the local Y would have a large event
(“Thanksgiving or something™), the Hi-Yers would work “in the kitchen or the mess hall...[cleaning] up
after the party and stuff like that.”*?

Christianity, particularly its liberal and progressive strains, was appealing to the Nisei for two
primary reasons. The first is that Christianity was the established religion in the United States and the
services were in English. Some Issei converted to Chrsitianity during its era of greatest success in the
final decades of the 1800s, but many Issei were not exposed to Christianity before their arrival in the
United States. Christian groups made up of both Japanese and non-Japanese had many support
organizations in place to aid and assist Issei upon their arrival and often converted them after granting
them succor or providing them with invaluable English lessons. Becoming a member of the dominant
religion of the dominant society had obvious advantages as it leveled one barrier of inequality between

the two groups. Nisei who attended a Christian church would never have to answer for not being

122 The triangle was the official symbol of the YMCA and YWCA. See National Committee on Work with High
School Youth of the YMCA, The Official Tri-Hi-Y Manual: A Manual for Leaders and Officers of Tri-Hi-Y (New York:
Association Press, 1946).

128 Robert M. Wada, interviewed by Martha Nakagawa, July 19, 2011, Denshd Digital Archives.
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American because of their religion (although it appears that Buddhist children were never accused of
being un-American because of their religious choices, either). The second reason many Nisei were
attracted to Christianity is because of Sunday schools and the extracurricular clubs and activities, the
churches sponsored. Most Christian sects had already perfected their ability to attract and hold
children’s attention before most Issei began having children of their own and had to make very few, if
any, adjustments to attract Nisei. Sunday school for children allowed them to gather with their friends
and extra-church activities ensured that youth would have something to look forward to outside of

Sundays.

Conclusion

As one Japanese observer of Nikkei religion during this era noted, the “ultimate purpose” of
religion, according to Nikkei, was to “instill the hope for a better life” and the ideal God that they
worshiped was one who could “fulfill the needs of a particular environment and the people in it.”12* As
such, religious life for the Nisei in the United States was strongly connected to the ideal of
Americanization and the American Dream. This broad definition of religion and a supreme deity as
followed by the Nikkei gave Issei parents ample room when allowing their Nisei children to choose the
faith they wanted to follow. Although Japan was a religious nation on the surface, most religions
including Shinto and the different strains of Buddhism had few serious adherents. However, before
Issei immigrated to the United States, they saw the nature of both Buddhism and Shinto change in

order to adapt to modernities expectations that religion be active, have a critical and expanding set of

124 Kyojiro Takehashi, “A Social Study of the Japanese Shinto and Buddhism in Los Angeles,” (MA thesis,
University of Southern California, 1937), 89.
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associated apologetics, and offer social services to those who were destitute, lost, or otherwise uncared
for. Religion in the context of Nisei is complicated by the fact that many Issei had a pluralistic view of
religion thanks to the way Buddhism and Shinto were seamlessly combined in Japanese culture.

Christianity had an early advantage in the Southland in gaining converts and growing Nikkei
congregations. Not only were Los Angeles-area Christians within both the dominant and Nikkei
communities outwardly concerned with the spiritual lives of the recently-immigrated, Christians
simply had a more sophisticated organization and sense of community than did Buddhists, who
traditionally worshiped at home except during exceptional events such as funerals. Christianity also had
the luxury of being the dominant religion that surrounded the Nisei and the more liberal strains of
Christianity, in particular, understood how to attract and keep not only children, but their parents, as
well. Christianity also fully met the requirements of Americanization—no one in the Nikkei
community doubted the Americaness of Christian churches and because of this, many Issei were happy
to allow, or even purposefully encouraged their children to explore Christianity on their own. Thus,
Christianity was the “safe” religion, particularly since did not run afoul of Japanese religious traditions,
was acceptable to the dominant culture, provided safe extracurricular activities to the Nisei, and would
feasibly offer Nisei a way in which they could find another measure of cultural equality amongst their
peers in the Southland.

Even though their religion long-pervaded the cultural traditions and folklore of Japan,
Buddhists were relative latecomers in the act of retaining parishioners and encouraging them to come to
regularly-scheduled, structured services. Religion in Japan existed (and still exists) in a state of mutual
acceptance. Buddhism and Shinto have co-existed since the sixth century and most Issei did not feel

conflicted by being both a Buddhist and a Shinto simultaneously. Because of this, Issei parents who
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were not strongly-tied to their branch of Buddhism often let their children explore religion on their
own. Because of this, Nisei children with Buddhist parents were often left to fend for themselves when
choosing a religion, and a great many of them chose Christianity in order to take advantage of the
programs specifically geared toward children that most Christian churches offered. But many Issei view
this as a win-win—their children were given further opportunities for education, were kept off the
streets and away from undesirable influences, and had ways in which to socialize and network with their
peers. Put more simply, the attractive element for any religion for Issei was simply to be a part of it since
that was the “American” thing to do. Buddhists, particularly larger sects such as Pure Land, eventually
mimicked their competition and offered the Nisei services and programs similar to their Christian
counterparts. Sunday schools, services in English, and both Buddhist and semi-secular extracurricular
activities (e.g. Boy Scouts) became staples of Southland Buddhist churches and their pluralistic nature
and disassociation with the Japanese state gave them ample room to promote patriotic sentiment and
American cultural traditions, even if those traditions were rooted in Western religiosity (e.g.

Christmas).
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CONCLUSION: CULTURE SHOCK: RACE ECLIPSING MODERNITY

Photograph 1: On December 8, 1941, a Los Angeles Examiner photographer captured an image of this
Nikkei family window shopping in Little Tokyo.

On December 8, 1941, the Los Angeles Examiner printed an image of a Nikkei family staring

into a toyshop window in Little Tokyo.! Despite the escalating tensions between the United States and

! Los Angeles Herald-Examiner Collection, order #00068526
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Japan, its caption, “A family shops for toys on E. First St. before Christmas in 1941,” is surprisingly
muted.? Just the day prior, pre-war “tensions” reached a pinnacle with Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor

and the day this photograph went to press, the United States declared war. Yet, as the Examiner’s

reaction demonstrates, Nikkei were not automatically considered enemy agents or a fifth column poised
to attack the United States from its interior. Extra police were assigned to the Little Tokyo area to

“keep their eyes open,” but, as the Los Angeles Daily News reported, “they found little to do aside from

examining Japanese bibelots in store windows.” The major newspapers in the Southland also published
the Japanese American Citizens League’s statement that the Nikkei were mostly loyal and that those
suspect within the community would be investigated and if found “by word or act consort with the
enemies” they would be turned over to authorities. A photograph of Los Angeles Mayor Fletcher
Bowron appearing alongside the leaders of the JACL who made the statement even made it into the

Times, giving Southland-area residents—both Nikkei and non-Nikkei, alike—a small sense of hope that

the positive gains made by the Nikkei in the Los Angeles Region were enough to prove their dedication
to the United States and the American way of life.* At least in the very short term, most Southland
residents considered the Japanese American community an integral part of the community who added
to the area’s relatively harmonious ethnic collage and few doubted their loyalty.

Except for the immediate questioning and arrest of some high-profile Nikkei adults, for a few

fleeting weeks after Pearl Harbor, the veneer of racial harmony for the Nisei children—most of whom

2 The Examiner was a morning newspaper, and it was most likely that the copy had already gone to print.
3 Los Angeles Daily News, December 8, 1941, p. 3.

4 See Kevin Allen Leonard, The Battle of Los Angeles: Racial Ideology and World War 11 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2008), 52-3.
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were now in high school or beyond—cracked and chipped, but for the most part, held up. Much of this
was thanks to the progressive and pragmatic attitudes still held by school administrators and teachers
who specifically instructed their students to treat Nisei as Americans, not potential enemies of the state.
When Frank Omatsu, who never experienced “any kind of prejudice” growing up was greeted by his
high school baseball team on the practice field the next day. Obviously supportive (albeit in an off-
colored way), his teammates jovially remarked that they “got [their] first war prisoner.” James Kanno,
one of five Nisei attending Santa Ana High School was called into a special assembly on Monday the
8th along with roughly 1,300 students. His principle touted the school’s dedication to diversity, stating
that the “Japanese Americans coming to this high school are not Japanese, but they are Americans.”
Instructing the students directly on how to act as tensions were rising all around them, the principle
further instructed his student body that they should not treat the Nisei any differently after that
Monday then before. Kanno and his Nisei classmates appreciated the gesture and felt that it helped
them stay in the others’ good graces.® Katsumi Kunitsugu recalls similarly, meeting in Roosevelt High
School’s field along with the rest of the student body and listened to Roosevelt’s “Day of Infamy”
speech. Teachers at Roosevelt, already quite used to large numbers of Nisei within their student body
were “very understanding, and pointed out to the student body how this had nothing to do with the
Japanese students” at Roosevelt. The teachers implored students that “because [Nisei] were Americans,

and they hoped everyone would treat [them] as such.” Until she was evacuated, school at Roosevelt

% Frank K. Omatsu, interviewed by Sharon Yamato, October 24, 2011, Densho Digital Archives.

& James Kanno, interviewed by John McFarlane, April 26, 1971, California State University, Fullerton Oral
History Program, Japanese American Project, Fullerton, California, 2.
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continued on as “fairly normal” for Kunitsugu and the rest of the Nisei.” Outside of school, in Seal
Beach, Aiko Tanamachi Endo’s family experienced a brush with racial prejudice when Endo’s brother,
Tom, was investigated briefly by their local chief of police (a personal friend of the family) who
laughingly told them that someone had reported “a couple of Japanese trying to blow up [a] bridge, so |
had to check it out.”®

But after America’s population geared up mentally and culturally for war, the curtain of
protection afforded to Nisei children by their Issei parents, community leaders, and by the standards of
decency held by most in the Southland community began to crumble. Nisei’s childhoods, which were
relatively free from prejudice and ill will from those around them, began to change for the worse. Nisei
were slowly beginning to understand that in times of ethnic conflict their race would trump their
Americanness. Akiko Herzig-Yoshinaga believed that her non-Nisei friends “were caught in a little
dilemma” as they knew that Nisei like Akiko would suffer hurt feelings “if...ostracized.” However, as
time went on, more and more of her friends “felt if they were too friendly with [Nisei], they would be

m

labeled “Jap-lovers™ and it “became harder and harder for them to remain our friends.” The only overt
discrimination remembered by George Fujii, a Nisei-Kibei, was that a barber refused to give him a

haircut at a local Anaheim barber shop (interestingly, business at his parent’s Chinese restaurant grew as

local Germans and British began coming to the eatery to argue with one another about the future of the

" Katsumi Kunitsugu, interviewed by Sherry Turner, July 15, 1973, California State University, Fullerton Oral
History Program, Japanese American Project, Fullerton, California, 7.

8 Aiko Tanamachi Endo, interviewed by Marsha Bode, November 15, 1983, California State University, Fullerton
Oral History Program, Japanese American Project, Fullerton, California, 24 and Larry Strawther, Seal Beach: A Brief History
(Charleston, SC: The History Press, 2014), 140.

® Aiko Herzig, interviewed by Tom Ikeda, March 20, 1994, Denshd Digital Archives.
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war).X° By far, the worst overt discrimination faced by Nisei were those who attended Los Angeles High
School in the uptown area of Los Angeles. The principal, Paul Webb, announced to the fifteen Nisei
seniors in a class of around 300 people that they would not be obtaining their diplomas. Webb blatantly
defied school board orders and would not issue diplomas to them because “[their] people bombed Pearl
Harbor” and that they simply “didn’t deserve [a diploma].” Akiko Herzig-Yoshinaga, Hayao Shishino,
and their fellow Nisei classmates did not received their diplomas until 1989.*

In less than three months, wartime hysteria, combined with racism and propaganda, prompted
Roosevelt—a delegatory president more concerned with military expediency than social justice—to sign
Executive Order 9066 on February 12, 1942 and the subsequent Order 9102 on March 18, which
allowed the United States government to forcibly remove any persons the “Secretary of War or the
appropriate Military Commander” deemed appropriate from “zones” of military necessity.? Although
over 14,000 people of German, Italian, and Jewish ancestry were evacuated via these orders, by far the
largest group were the Nikkei, of whom over 110,000 were eventually forced to leave. On February 25,
1942, the first to face removal were Terminal Islanders, but the subsequent order on April 20, 1942
gave all residence of the Southland until only noon on April 28 to assemble for evacuation. Nisei

children, who had believed for so long that they were American and represented the best that America

10 George Fuijii, interviewed by Russell Nowell, May 21, 1984, California State University, Fullerton Oral History
Program, Japanese American Project, Fullerton, California, 10.

LAiko Herzig-Yoshinaga, interviewed by Tom lkeda, July 7, 2009, Densho Digital Archives and Aiko Herzig,
interviewed by Tom Ikeda, March 20, 1994, Denshd Digital Archives.and Anita Snow, “Japanese Americans to get High
School Diplomas 47 Years Late, Associated Press, October 27, 1989. This was in stark contrast to some principals, such as
the one on Santa Monica High School, which ensured that all Nisei were who able to graduate received their diplomas, even
in camp. See Arnold T. Maeda, interviewed by Tani Ikeda, January 9, 2012, Densho Digital Archives.

12 The quote is from Executive Order 9066.
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instructed them to be, were forced to view themselves as unwanted, rejected, and, worst of all, un-

American.

The Nisei Legacy

It would be wrong to take from this study that in their drive toward modernity, the Japanese
and American cultures of the Nisei blended into a singular, overarching personality. Nisei, encouraged
by both their Issei parents and the dominant culture, became comfortable looking both toward their
ancestral home and toward the country they called home and found ways to integrate the modern from
each into their personas and psyches. In this way, the Nisei ensured, to the best of their knowledge, that
they would have a chance to flourish in their new home. For many, this meant fostering the American
side of modernity more than the Japanese side, but they were not forced to choose between assimilation
and rejection. Nisei chose to participate in the activities that surrounded them, usually without regard
to those activities’ national origin, sense of cultural pride, or obligation to either their American or
Japanese heritage. Instead, the diverse nature of the Southland and its relatively progressive population
created an environment that allowed Nisei to choose activities based on their personal preferences. In
addition, Issei parents generally approved of their children’s choices because these activities were in
accord with the ideals held by both American and Japanese modernizers’ views of childrearing.

There is no doubt that American public and parochial schooling and Japanese language schools
were the frameworks for the Nisei’s approach to modernity. Educational modernizers in the United
States and Japan had faithfully believed that education was the key to a nation’s strength in a world
undergoing massive transformations due to the Second Industrial Revolution and its reliance on

structures and specialized organization and the scientific method. Knowledge was an important tool
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that provided the foundation for economic growth, political stability, and cultural harmonization and
acculturation. As such, Issei—who had been exposed to Japan’s own modernizing education system
before their migration—and the dominant culture greatly encouraged the Nisei’s education. Issei
parents even had more at stake since their children were American citizens and their hope that their
legacy could flourish in their selectively unwelcoming but permanent home. Education as promoted in
the Los Angeles region by its progressive administration and teachers—maost of whom were used to
teaching in multiethnic classrooms—welcomed the Nisei and guided their assimilation while, at the
same time, affirming their Japanese heritage.

The vast majority of Issei stridently promoted American schooling to their offspring and only a
few sent their children back to receive a Japanese education. For the majority of Issei that kept their
children at home, most believed that, somehow, formal Japanese language and, perhaps, cultural
instruction should be a part of the Nisei’s formal educational experience. Here, the goals for their
children were less specific than those set forth by the American educational system. Issei believed, at a

minimum, that the gakuen served as a way in which the Nisei could better understand and appreciate

their ancestry and hoped that it would also ensure that Issei and Nisei could communicate with one
another since many of the former barely spoke English. This was in accord with the dominant
educational system and its desire for children of color to have some appreciation for their heritage.
Others who had hoped that their children would become a bridge of understanding between Japan and
the United States were, more often than not, disappointed with the marginal outcomes of the Japanese
language school system as a whole. While American-style schooling was certainly more successful than

gakuen in convincing Nisei of its importance, those who embraced Japanese language school did so

211



because they felt it had some modern benefit including the ability to communicate with their parents,
prepare them for future careers, and, if anything, an opportunity to continue to interact in modern play
with their friends.

Sports helped define the lives of a great deal children growing up between the World Wars,
fulfilling earlier reformers’ beliefs that sports were necessary in order to give children productive, safe,
and moral activities outside of school during the newly-defined period of adolescence. By choosing
baseball, Nisei were following the footsteps of American, Nikkei, and Japanese players at all level who
associated the sport’s ability to easily draw players together from all cultures and nationalities in venues
ranging from a corner sandlot to a college or professional stadium that drew perhaps tens of thousands.
Baseball’s emphasis on teamwork, running, and throwing, were accepted and promoted by modernizers
who saw these elements as important to the physical development of a child and a natural outlet for his
or her primitive desires to run, jump, and throw. For the Nisei who chose judo, Issei parents approved
because of the sport’s Japanese origins, emphasis on character-building, and its reliance on modern
physics and kinesiological science which were being used by other modern martial arts to help those
who were weaker overcome antagonizers who were stronger. Universally-accepted individuals of
influence such as movie stars, ex-presidents, Charles Atlas, Jigoro Kano, and even the fictional Sherlock
Holmes viewed martial arts as a modern, civilized way to overcome an opponent without resorting to
the primitive bloodletting that had been accepted in the near past. Nisei, on the other hand, chose the
sport most often because it was fun and allowed them to play with their friends.

Although the concept of religion was certainly not modern, ways in which modernizers
changed the presentation of religion were—this was particularly the case for Buddhism, first changing

in order to compete with both state Shinto and Christianity in Japan and then to make itself relevant
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and acceptable in the United States. Both Japanese and Western forms of worship gave many Nisei a
way in which to practice ancient faiths in a manner agreeable to their parents, friends, and surrounding
community. Christian churches were quick to include Nisei as part of the active congregations that
built schools, orphanages, hospitals, and outreach centers in their ancestral homeland and in areas were
recently-immigrated Issei congregated. Eventually, these same churches attracted Nisei through Sunday
schools, extracurricular organizations, and English-language services that increasingly featured Nisei
pastors who spoke to their own generation’s concerns and culture. Although Buddhist churches in
Japan lagged behind their Christian counterparts, they quickly learned how to adapt to the
requirements of modern religion. Buddhism, a religion that was on the verge of disappearing from
Japanese culture, sent its own students to the West, not to accept Western religions, but to learn what
made Western religion so strong and stalwart in a time when science and rational thinking threatened
the concept of faith. Buddhism also began slowly in the United States, but by the time Nisei were old
enough to choose the religion for themselves, many felt fine in choosing it because it appeared similar in
form to Christianity. Sunday school, extracurricular activities, and services in English appeared
alongside modern worship accoutrements such as pews, organs, stained glass, and hymnals.

It is difficult to end this study on that positive note. The lives of childhood and adolescent
Nisei, as guided by the Issei parents and the dominant society, was guided by the very salient idea of the

American Dream as expressed by James Truslow Adams in The Epic of America, in which he stated that

the United States was:

A land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for
each according to ability or achievement...It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages
merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and each woman shall be able to attain to
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the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by others for what they
are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.*?

Trunslow’s ideals were published in 1931, a time when the bulk of the Nisei in the Southland
were emerging from childhood into adolescence, a time in which they began to choose for themselves a
course through life—a life in which most believed in the dreams of which Trunslow wrote. for the
American Dream that was supposed to be available to all “regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of
birth or position” ended sharply and severely in February 1942, when it became forcefully clear to Nisei
that they were not like the other children they grew up with, played with, and went to school with in
the Southland. Even though the Los Angeles region may have afforded Nisei a level of social protection,
that fragile biome crumbled less than two short months when the fears and prejudices of the dominant
society at large came to bear thanks to wartime hysteria, jaundiced governmental policies, and dubious
claims of military expediency. While many older Nisei’s fears that Trunslow’s ideals may not have been
as sanguine as they were led to believe were affirmed by the wartime orders that led to their removal, to
many younger Japanese Americans, relocation and internment was a confusing betrayal that violated
everything they had been led to believe. In this way, 1942 represents a failure of the modernity
presented to the children of the Issei since all of their hard work, education, civic aptitude, and
coalescence meant nothing when the dominant society still could not get past the color of their skin,
the features of their faces, and the ancestry of their blood, defying what Issei and those in the dominant

culture had been telling Nisei children all along.

13 James Truslow Adams, The Epic of America (New York: Blue Ribbon Books, 1931), 214-5.
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On the other hand, ending this study on a wholly sour note would deny the successes by the
Issei and others to recognize that there were opportunities for Nisei children, even if small, to find
success and happiness in a country that had, just one generation prior, stridently believed and legally

asserted in Ozawa that native Japanese were unassimilable. While older Nisei and Issei understood how

truly narrow the gates were into the field of full incorporation into American society, they also
understood that setting the Nisei generation on the path of cultural coalescence was that generation’s
best hope. Indeed, while many Nisei high school and college graduates could not find their way into the
middle class and were forced to begrudgingly work on their family farms or in their family businesses, a

select few were making it and, perhaps when the Great Depression ended, there would be even more

opportunities for Nisei to achieve the Dream, too. The ideals of coalescence instilled into the Nisei
during their childhoods provided many of them with the resiliency necessary to weather the internment
camps where they attended both American and Japanese language school, played baseball with their
family and friends, wrestled one another in judo, learned camping and survival skills in Boy Scouts, and
came to find deeper spirituality in camp-organized Buddhist and Christian churches and organizations.
As restrictions were eased, Nisei children were allowed to play outside the camp’s fences and, in some
cases, played with local children (usually organized sports under guard). Thus, in the camps, children
continued to be children, playing, laughing, and making the best of an imperfect situation, just as they

had done in the Southland before February 1942.
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