
Alamedans serving in World War II
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‘Just another soldier,” 
or so he claimed, on the 

front page picture of  this 
document. A quiet man, 

he would probably say 
he was just another Japa-

nese American Nisei who 
served in the United States 
Army after Imperial Japa-

nese bombed Pearl Harbor.

 He was also one heck of  a 
photographer, document-
ing his military service from beginning to 

end. Some of  Joe’s best images, or photos 
given to him, are here for you to see.

As a young man, Joe was heavily involved 
with the Japanese community in his home-

town of  Alameda, CA. A mem-
ber of  the Buddhist Temple, he 
was the secretary of  the YMBA 
in 1937 and before that, partici-
pated in events sponsored by 
the local JACL.

He enjoyed playing badminton 
and basketball. In June 1938, 
he won the contest that gave 
the Alameda Acorns basketball 
team their name. By October 
of  that year, 25 young Japanese 
American men were practicing 
for games you could call Joe to 
schedule against the new team 
he had named.

But life may not have been so 
rosy for the Iwatakis. In the 
1940 U.S. Census, it’s his older 
sister, 30-year-old Suma “Doro-

thy,” who is listed 
as the head of  their 
household on Pa-
cific Avenue. 

That’s because Joe, 
just 22, had already 
lost both parents. 
His father, Gos-
aku, was hit by a 
car while riding his 
bicycle and died 
on Christmas Eve 

Joe Iwataki was

1935, and his mother, Koyuki, had died 
of  influenza on February 13, 1920. Born 
in 1918, Joe barely knew his mother. All 
smiles in his photos, perhaps he navi-
gated his life by filling it with friends and 
activities.... and soon enough, the war.

continued on the page after Alice Iwataki



The Influenza epidemic 
of  1918-1920 that 
swept around the world 
came to our family: my 
mother, Koyuki, sister 
Dorothy, brothers Yo 
and Joe all were in a 
makeshift hospital in 
the Oakland church. 
My father, Gosaku, 

John, and I, not being too ill, were at home.  People ev-
erywhere were sick; we all wore masks when we had to 
go out to the stores or drug store. 

It was on February 13, 1920, that my mother died at the 
hospital. My mother, Koyuki, was 37 years old when she 
died. My father was left with five young children, oldest 
was 9 years old and the youngest was 1-1/2 years old.  It 
was an unhappy time for our father.  

It was in those days that our father had thoughts of  end-
ing all our lives by walking into the bay that surrounds 
Alameda.  Alameda is an island connected to Oakland by 
many bridges, so it was easy to walk into the water at the 
end of  Park Street.

To ease my father’s burden of  caring for children and 
trying to run his laundry business, his former hometown 
friends decided that the three youngest children be sent 
to a foster home in Oakland.  John, Joe, and I were taken 
there by these men.  It was really an old people’s home, 
there were no other children there.

I, Alice, was 6, John was 4, and Joe was only 1-1/2 years 
old, we were frightened, and we didn’t know what was 
going on.  I was old enough to go to school, so I walked 
for many blocks to go to Prescott School, leaving John 
and Joe at the home, it was on one of  those school days 
that John and Joe got lost looking for me.  They had 
gone about a block away from the foster home, but they 
were found by the time I returned from school.

Our father came every Sunday to see us, and bring clean 
clothes, and rice balls for us to eat, then he would get on 
his bicycle and return to Alameda.  

While the three of  us were in the foster home, my 
brother Yoshinori went to live with Mr. Kazutsura, his 
wife, Yoshiko “Ken” Sera and their son, George Tetsuro, 
who had returned from living in Japan with his grand-
parents. 

When the three younger children came back to Alameda 
to live with the family, we moved from Encinal Ave., my 
father had sold his laundry, we went to live in a base-
ment apartment on Clement Ave. From there, my sister, 

my two young brothers and I went to Haight School.  

My father did garden work, riding his bicycle or pulling 
a wagon with his tools and mower.  It was all strange to 
him, and my father was not a happy man, we couldn’t 
communicate with him, our Japanese wasn’t very good, 
and my father couldn’t speak English.  

By the time we three younger ones were going to two 
schools every day, we had moved from Clement Avenue 
basement apartment to a small house on Pacific Ave. It 
was not much of  a house, but it had so much garden 
space in front and the back, my father planted vegeta-
bles, flowers and built fish ponds in the backyard. 

There wasn’t much to be said for the house, it had no 
electric lights, no hot water, just cold water, we had to 
heat water on the stove for whatever we needed.  

Having no electricity, we used kerosene lamps, and had 
coal stove to warm us, and to cook on, we did have gas 
stove, too.  The coal stove was good in the winter, it 
would keep us warm.

My father, on the day 
before Christmas 1935, 
around noon went to 
Park St. on his bicycle, 
and was hit by a car.  

He was taken to the 
Highland Hospital in 
Oakland where he died 
around 2 p.m. without 
regaining conscious-
ness, only my sister 
Dorothy was with him, 

I got there too late, 
both John and Joe 
couldn’t be reached at 
the time. 

He was 71 years old.

My father died a 
month before my brother Joe, was to graduate from Al-
ameda High School, the last of  the children to graduate, 
and my father was looking forward to Joe’s graduation.

After graduating from high school, Joe went to work for 
the Matsuura Nursery in Alameda, he delivered the gar-
den products for them.  December 1939, Joe was called 
in the first Selective Service System draft, and was to 
report to Fort Ord, California, in January 1941.  

Alice Iwataki, Joe’s older sister, 
recalls her mother and father



“On February 1, 1941, I was drafted into the U.S. Army for 
a year’s military training,” Joe wrote in a letter that amounted 
to his auto biography.  “I was sent to Fort Ord, Monterey, 
California, where I was assigned to Company A, 53rd Infantry 
Regiment, 7th Division.  On December 7, when the news of  the 
Japanese attack on Pearl harbor was announced over the radio, I 
was at Fort Ord.” 

“My heart sank upon hearing the dreadful news, and I wondered 
what would happen to me.  Several of  my Caucasian Army 
buddies came up to me and reassured me that they knew that I 
was a loyal American soldier.  That made me feel good.”  

“One incident later that same day had me worrying again.  Our 
whole company was ordered to assemble in front of  the supply 
room where we were to be issued new gear prior to moving out.  
As the Supply Sgt. read the names off  alphabetically, he never 
called my name.  After he had gone through the roster, I went 
up to him and asked why my name was not called.  He again 
checked the list, and my name was on it.  He had skipped over it 
by mistake.  What a relief!”

Joe

Joe at Fort Ord, July 1941



February 2, 1941 • Shin Sekai Asahi Shinbun

May 6, 1941 • Shin Sekai Asahi Shinbun

Fort Ord
Drafted before Pearl Harbor in January 1941, 

Joe’s friends in Alameda honored him (and fel-
low Alamedan Henry Yoshino) with a farewell 

party just before he left for Fort Ord, in 
Monterey, CA.

A few months later, the friends he left behind 
followed that with a visit in May, meeting him 

for lunch at the Fort.

Photo below: Visitor’s Day at Fort Ord, 1941.



Joe was quite fond of  photog-
raphy. He enjoyed photograph-

ing the many friends he made 
in the military, his training and 

the kinds of  things that his 
daily life was filled with... such 

as his photo of  a standard 
army issue M-1 rifle, and the 

larger BAR: a Browning Auto-
matic Rifle.

Joe would train on the BAR, 
which in war, was a huge ad-

vantage. While both weapons 
were semi-automatic, the BAR 

was more capable of  quick 
bursts of  deadly fire.

The BAR proved to be durable 
under the toughest conditions, 

from WW1 to Vietnam.

“G.I.s begged, borrowed, or 
stole additional BARs to lay 

down suppression fire in the 
face of  Germans who carried 
many more portable machine 

guns,” wrote Paul Richard 
Huard, for the National  

Interest website.



Joe photographs machine gun training at Fort Ord (above) and maneuvers
 in Washington State (below) in August 1941. Note that Joe’s unit was not segregated.



Washington: Joe (above, far left) relaxes with his pals from the BAR squad and
then photographs what looks like cleanup using a trashcan in his Army camp.



“Leaving Fort Ord, our regiment was assigned to guard the Southern 
Pacific railroad tunnels, trestles and bridges from Salt Lake City, 
Utah to Sacramento, California.  Our company was stationed just 
outside of  Reno,” Joe wrote. 

“Soon after we began guard duty, I heard that some townspeople, 
upon seeing me on duty by the trestle, reported to the authorities 
that ‘there was a Jap soldier loitering near the trestle.’”

“They were quickly assured that I was a bona fide American soldier.”  

Joe photographs one of  the trains and tracks he was assigned to guard, 
from December 9, 1941, to the end of  March 1942.



Camp Belden, Northern California: Joe documents his unit near a snowy Camp Belden.





A page from Joe’s Army photo album



While at Camp 
Crowder Joe 
(at right) sits 
with new pal, 
Dick Otsubo, of  
Stockton, CA. 

Otsubo was 
later killed 
in southern 
France. 
Photo August 
26, 1942.

Joe would later find himself at Camp 
Crowder, in Missouri. It’s a mystery why 
the Army sent any of  the Niseis there. 
Home to the U.S. Army’s Pigeon Breed-
ing and Training Center, soldiers could 
also learn to repair radios, but not the 
Niseis. 

“In March 1942, all Nisei soldiers in the 
regiment were gathered together and 
shipped to inland Army camps,” Joe 
wrote.  “I was in a group that was sent 
to Camp Crowder, Missouri, where they 
didn’t know what to do with us except to 
give us odd jobs to keep us busy.”

Niseis did nothing but menial jobs there, 
including KP (kitchen patrol), garbage 
detail and working the rifle range.

“Just about the same time, my sisters and 
brothers were first sent to the Tanforan 
(racetrack) Assembly Center, then to 
Topaz Relocation Camp in Utah.  All 
had left the Camp by mid 1944 and had 
become reestablished in St. Paul, Chicago, 
and Kansas City.” 

“While in Topaz, they didn’t complain too 
much.  Just took the attitude of  ‘shikata 
ga nai’, which means roughly, a situation 
they could do nothing about so they 
might as well accept it and make the best 
of  it.”

Joe spent a wasted April to December 
1942 in Missouri, but was promoted to 
Sergeant. His next stop was Camp Sav-
age, Minnesota.



Military Intelligence Service Language School: 
Joe and his fellow C-3 classmates study at Camp Savage. Photo October 1942-June 
1943. Below: The interior of  Barracks 10, where some of  Joe’s Japanese instruc-

tors lived. “In October 1942, about 10 of  us Nisei soldiers were shipped from Camp 
Crowder to Camp Savage with the understanding that we would be working in the ad-
ministrative office as clerks. However, upon arrival, we found out there were no such 

jobs available, and we were told that we either go to the language school or work in the 
maintenance gang,” Joe wrote.



Private Don Hikido at Camp Savage



Activities in Minnesota
Joe and friends take advantage of  the winter conditions.

Below: Sho Ishii at the U.S.O. club at 72 W. 7th Street in St. Paul.

Harry Sekiya                   Joe Iwataki             Moff  Ishikawa            Frank Hachiya



At the Camp Savage open 
house, Joe enjoys the 
company of  Mary Haya-
no. The event included a 
concert band, buffet lun-
cheon, and other enter-
tainment. May 1943



While on a three-day pass, Joe takes in Chicago, Il., with Joanne Nagata, Mary Tani &
Midori Inouye (left to right). Below: The MIS graduation ceremony on
June 18, 1943. Speaking that day was Major General George W. Strong, 

the Assistant Chief  of  Staff, G-2.  He is seated just to the left of  the microphone.



A prized possession: Among Joe’s albums was this hand signed photo of  
General Douglas MacArthur.

“After graduation, I was shipped overseas to Brisbane, Queensland, 
Australia, in November 1943, and was attached to the Allied Translators and 
Interpreter’s Sections (ATIS) at Indooroopilly,” Joe wrote. “I must admit that 
I had a tough time trying to translate captured documents due to my limited 
knowledge of  Japanese.  In February 1944, my superior officer asked me if  I 
knew how to type,  I replied ‘yes,’ and the following day I was transferred to 
General MacArthur’s General headquarters (GHQ) in downtown Brisbane.”
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JOE in AUSTRALIA
MIS headquarters was located in Australia 
under MacArthur in the southwest Pacific. 
At its peak, the MIS had some 4,000 most-
ly Nisei linguists. They translated 2 million 
documents and interrogated 14,000 prison-
ers of  war. 



“I was assigned to the Order of  Battle Section of  the G-2 
(Intelligence) Section,” Joe continued.  “This is where I stared to 
work with Taro Yoshihashi.  I was in charge of  maintaining a file 
of  names, rank and outfit of  the officers in the Imperial Japanese 
armed forces.  This information was obtained by my scanning 
captured Japanese documents.”

“The best part of  my new job, as far as I was concerned was that 
my work was all in English since all of  the documents I had to 
read were already translated.  I remained with the Order of  Battle 
Section until October 1945, when I was shipped home from 
Manila for discharge.”

“During my overseas tour of  duty, I served in Brisbane; 
Hollandia, New Guinea; Tacloban, Leyte, Philippines; and Manila.  
My only regret was that since I was so anxious to get out of  the 
Army, I passed over the opportunity of  going to Japan.”

Joe



Lake Sentani: Joe’s pal, Remo Peduzzi, floats by with children from
Hollandia, New Guinea, on a canoe made from a single tree in December 1944. 

Below: Joe and his “original tent 29” roommates at Camp Chelmer, in Indooroopilly, 
near Queensland, Australia.

Cholo 
Fuchiwaki George Terazawa

Joe Ikuta



Collection of  Joe Iwataki







Right after leaving the Army, Joe worked for the Naval Sup-
ply Depot in Oakland as a clerk-typist.. He married Nami 
Oka on July 18, 1948 at the Buddhist Temple of  Alameda 
and had one child, Ellen. 

The early deaths of  his parents didn’t seem to affect him 
later in life, and he never talked about it.

“He was on the quiet side, my mom was the boss of  the 
house,” said Joe’s daughter, Ellen. “So he just went along 
with everything. When we would have family gatherings for 
holidays I would look over and he would be sitting in the 
corner, reading. He was a mild-mannered guy, a really great 
guy. Not a story teller, not boisterous.”

 Joe had a serious operation in 1955, and in 1987, he was 
stricken with brain tumor and was bedridden. Joe was 70 
when he died on Dec. 1, 1988.

More than “just another soldier,” Joe was an excellent pho-
tographer, a great husband and father. He left behind a re-
cord of  his life filled with visual details that allow those of  
us who never served in the war, to experience some of  what 
that life was like.

Thanks, Joe.
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Special thanks to Ellen Iwataki 
Takayama for access to photographs 

and documents, this story would not be 
possible without them.


