FIGHTING
ON TWO FRONTS

Filmmaker Loni Ding’s ‘Nisei
Soldier” tells the story of
Japanese American soldiers
during the Second World War

A young recruit and his mother
appear in a shot from ‘Nisel Soidier.’

. Y MBS W A E L R
It is my sincerest hope tha! America shall not burden
any other ethnic group with the terrible dilemma forced
on many Japanese Americans a scant four decades ago:
whether to remain with their loved ones or leave them
to an uncertain fate to help defend the nation re-

sponsible for their incarceration.
— Sen. Daniel K. Inouye (D-Hawaii)
< after being refused service because
of his race. It was shortly after
World War 11, and President Harry Truman
had just conferred a Presidential Unit Cita-
tion on Rudy’s Japanese American combat
outfit in a ceremony on the White House
lawn. ‘“You fought not only the enemy,”” Tru-
man said, “but you fought prejudice — and
you won. Keep up that fight.”” Rudy found
himself doing just that. How come, he
wondered, these folks in the restaurant didn’t

get the message?

Nisei Soldier, a new film by Loni Ding, seeks to jar
our collective historical ignorance. Blending rare ar-
chival footage, still photographs and present-day inter-
views, the film tells the story of the Japanese Americans
who volunteered to serve in a segregated unit of the
U.S. Army, even though they had been stripped of their
constitutional rights and their families remained con-
fined in concentration camps for the duration of the
war. Produced for the Public Broadcasting System
series Matters of Life and Death, Nisei Soldier is having
its world premiere in San Francisco Feb. 19th, on the
42nd anniversary of Executive Order 9066, President

udy Tokiwa recalls ‘‘demolish-
ing”’ a restaurant in Kansas City

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s move to evacuate and intern

Japanese Americans.

““] want people to come away from the film with the
idea that we are also Americans,” Rudy Tokiwa told
the Bay Guardian. ““We’re just like other nationalities

who have made contributions to this country.”” Build- 2

ing such an awareness, however, is no small task. The
history of Japanese Americans, like the historical ex-

“hidden”’ one neither known nor acknowledged by
most Americans. Surprisingly, the Japanese American
Worid War ii experience nas aiso beeu hidden from the
next generation — the children of the Nisei soldiers.

*“The wartime experience was not discussed between
the Nisei [second-generation Japanese Ameficans] and
Sansei [third-generation],”” Emmy Award-winning
filmmaker and TV producer Loni Ding noted in an
interview with the Bay Guardian. ‘‘Sansei found out
about it in books, in ethnic studies classes, and then
went home to ask their parents about it.”’ Paul Takagi,
a Nisei professor in the School of Education at UC
Berkeley, says he believes the reluctance of Nisei to talk
about the war is similar to the psychology of a rape vic-
tim. Although you and your rights have been grossly
violated, you can’t help but feel somehow guilty of
complicity and ashamed that such a thing happened to
you.

‘A Jap’s a Jap’

In the early months of 1942, 112,000 men, women
and children of Japanese descent — more than 70,000
of whom were American citizens — were evacuated
from their homes on the West Coast and subsequently
placed in ten concentration camps scattered in desolate
areas of the Mountain and Central Plains states. Lt.
Gen. John L. DeWitt, the commander of the Western

Defense Command, neatly summarized popular senti-
ment and the rationale for the forced removal and in-
ternment whien hie stated in lis testimony before tie
House Naval Affairs Subcommittee in 1943, ““A Jap’s
a Jap.” All were seen as disloyal citizens and potential
fifth-column recruits.

Loni Ding decided to undertake the project after sec-
ing Go for Broke, an exhibit at the Presidio Army
Museum that depicted a Japanese American combal
unit made up in part of recruits taken from out of the
camps. She went to the muscum at the urging of a
Sansei who, like others of his generation, had initially
been critical of the Nisei soldiers. How could anyone
risk his life for a government that deprived him of his
rights and placed him behind barbed wire? After taking
in the exhibit, however, the Sansei said he better under-
stood the choices they made. His experience intrigued
Ding, who wanted to explore on film the choices these
Nisei soldiers faced and to present this history to the
general public and the Sansei, both groups that have re-
mained shielded from this experience.

Working with Presidio museum curator Eric Saul,
historian Chet Tanaka and Nisei veterans, and con-
ducting interviews in Honolulu, Los Angeles, Seattle
and San Francisco, Ding made a film which let the
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veterans tell their own story.
She said she wished to convey
“‘the response of these men

given the situation they were
cast into. Here we have a
group of people who have to
make a heavy individual and
collective political decision
whether to fight or not — a
decision which they felt

would have a dramatic im-
pact on the fate of their
families.”’

Although Japanese Amer-
ican men of military age had
been put into the nondraft-
able 4-C category in the wake
of Pearl Harbor, the Army
reversed its position in 1943
and directed the War Reloca-
tion Authority to administer
to the internees a loyalty
questionnaire intended to so-
licit men for combat.

The questionnaire created
intense factional conflicts
within the camps, wrenching
parent-child disagreements
and agonizing personal deci-
sions. How, the internees
wondered, should' they re-
spond to the call-up? Was the
issue really one of loyalty and
disloyalty or of how one
chooses to express one’s alle-
giance? The debate left many
scars.

‘Remember Pearl
Harbor’

Fifteen hundred men ini-
tially chose to volunteer,
forming the 442nd Regimen-
tal Combat Team. They join-
ed forces with 3,000 Japanese
Americans from Hawaii who
had been organized as the
100th Infantry Battalion. To-
gether, the 100th/442nd
fought in seven major cam-
paigns in Europe. The troops
turned out to be, in the words
of Gen. Mark Clark, ‘‘some
of the best goddamn fighters
in the U.S. Army.” The
100th/442nd went on to be-
come the most decorated unit
in United States military his-
tory, with 18,143 individual
decorations for valor being
bestowed on its men. This
was not without a price. At
maximum strength the
100th/442nd numbered
4,500 men, yet the unit suf-
fered 9,486 casualties.

The 100th Infantry Bat-
talion had a motto and nick-
name that were oddly appro-
priate to the contradictions
the Nisei soldiers faced. Em-
blazoned on the unit’s in-
signia were the words ‘‘Re-

“ member Pearl Harbor.”” The,

unit’s nickname was “‘The
Purple Heart Battalion,”’
acknowledging the tremen-
dous percentage of casualties
its men sustained. Patriotism
and death were indeed cen-
tral themes to their story.

Nisei soldiers believed they
were waging a war on two
fronts — fighting to halt the
advance of fascism in Europe
and fighting to abolish the
legacy of racism and mistrust
at home. Many times the
connection between the two
must have seemed tenuous.
In an emotional voice-over
sequence in the film,
Chaplain Hiroshi Higuchi re-
called searching a dead sol-
dier’s pockets for effects to
be sent to his parents:

“I found a letter. . .some

vandals in California had

burned down his father’s
home and barn in the -
name of patriotism. And
yet this young man had
volunteered for every pa-
trol that he could go on.

You know, you can’t give

amedal high enough for a

man like that.”

The soldiers shown in
Nisei Soldier displayed ex-
traordinary unity, loyalty and
responsibility to each other.
Differences between the
‘‘buddhaheads’” (as Jap-
anese Americans from
Hawaii were derisively
known) and the ‘‘katonks’’
(those from the mainland)
led to segregation and occa-
sional fights during combat-
readiness training in the
States. But such conflicts dis-
solved in the European the-
ater. To the amazement of
their medical caretakers, re-
cuperating soldiers requested
early release so they could re-
turn to the front lines.

““They knew they were go-
ing to sink or swim
together,’’ Ding notes. ‘‘One
person we interviewed told us
that when you said ‘Charge!’
you didn’t need to look
around to see if the others
were advancing alongside of
you — you knew it.”’

The exploits of the 100th/
442nd certainly illustrate per-
sonal and collective valor,
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but they also raise some dis-
quieting questions. In the
unit’s now-famous rescue of
the surviving 211 men of the
‘‘Lost Battalion’’ caught
nine miles behind enemy lines
near St. Die, France, the
100th/442nd suffered. 800
casualties. Were Nisei sol-
diers simply used as ‘‘cannon
fodder” for dangerous and
impossible missions? This
question has been debated
within the Japanese Amer-
ican community for years.
Some, including a few Nisei
.veterans, think perhaps they
were. Others suggest the Jap-
anese American unit drew
the toughest assignments bé-
cause they were simply the
‘‘best’’ troops available —
not because they were ex-
pendable by reason of race.
Such questions are left un-
resolved in Nisei Soldier, *‘]
didn’t want the narrator of

the film to set the tone, the
level of analysis, the way to
basically think about the ex-

perience,”’ Ding explained..

‘‘I wanted to tell a story from

the perspective of those who _

went through it. These men
were trying to get their par-
ents sprung from camp or
to possibly create a better life
in the future. They sacrificed
their blood so that they
would have something to go
back home to.”

Reparations revisited

National attention has re-
cently been focused on the
experiences of Japanese
Americans during the Sec-
ond World War. A year
ago, the Congressional Com-
mission on Wartime Reloca-
tion and Internment con-
cluded that the exclusion and
detention of Japanese Amer-
icans was not justified by

military necessity, but was in-
stead the result' of ‘‘race
prejudice, war hysteria and a
failure of political leader-
ship.”” An intense debate has
erupted over its recommen-
dation to grant reparations to
the 60,000 surviving mem-
bers of the camps.

More recent revelations
present a picture of a group
of people who were set up by
the federal government to
answer for the crime of being
of Japanese descent. In his
book Justice at War, his-
torian Peter Irons shows,
through declassified docu-
ments obtained under the
Freedom of Information
Act, how the War Depart-
ment, Justice Department
and the.U.S. Solicitor Gen-
eral knowingly suppressed,
altered and destroyed key
evidence to influence the Su-
preme Court cases of three

Nisei who defied the evacu-
ation order.

Three Nisei men chose the
path of civil disobedience by
refusing to obey evacuation
orders, challenged the nation
not to renege on its constitu-
tional promises and ended up
receiving prison sentences.
The Nisei soldiers, in con-

trast, chose to prove their al-.

legiance on the field of battle.
They received accolades for
their military feats, but the
price was often disability and
death. Ironically, or perhaps

fittingly, the San Francisco
premiere of Nisei Soldier is a
benefit to assist the legal ef-
fort to reopen the aforemen-
tioned cases in the hope of
overturning the original
criminal convictions.

At one time, these groups

- stood on different shores,

viewing each other with dis-
dain. That they can acknowl-
edge each other at this up-
coming event underscores a
new openness within the Jap-
anese American community,
an understanding that differ-

ent responses were legitimate
and sincere given the dire cir-
cumstances and times. u

“Nisei Soldier’’ will have
its world premiere on Sun-
day, Feb. 19th at 7:30 pm,
Palace of Fine Arts, Marina
and Lyon, SF. A reception for
surviving Nisei veterans and
their families will precede the
screening at 6 pm. Tickets are
315 and $25. For more infor-
mation, call 673-6428. ~

Michael Omi teaches in the
Asian American Studies Pro-
gram at UC Berkeley. .
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