
Assembly Centers
Assembly Centers served as 
temporary detention facilities 
for Japanese Americans while 
permanent camps were being 
constructed. Japanese Ameri-
cans were imprisoned for two 
to six months behind barbed 
wire at these hastily converted 
former fairgrounds or race-

tracks. Most Japanese Americans from San Francisco and the 
Bay Area were sent to Tanforan, a converted racetrack in 
San Bruno. 

Life at the Centers
Life in the Assembly Centers was a mixture of regimen, 
boredom and efforts at normalization in the face of uncer-
tainty. Internees sought to make their horse stalls and 
barracks livable. Meals, bathing, bathrooms and laundry 
were communal. Barbed wire fences, military guards and 
security procedures, including strict regulation of visitors 
and twice daily roll calls, were constant reminders of the 
suspicion directed against them. Eventually schools, medical 
clinics and recreational programs were established. Govern-
ing councils were elected and internees took jobs in camp 
administration or special projects. After 5 months, Tanforan 
Assembly Center closed and its residents were sent to 
permanent internment camps.

There were no steps in 

front of the horse stalls 

assigned to my family, 

number 21373. A 

swinging half-door 

divided our twenty-by 

nine-foot stall from the next. As we stepped inside, the sight of 

horse manure laying on the floor and horse hairs stuck to the 

rough, whitewashed walls stunned us. There was no ceiling above 

us, just open space. We looked at each other and no one said a 

word. We felt numb…I snuck a glance at my mother…but she kept 

her composure. It was I who cried myself to sleep and said, 

“I can’t believe I’m in America.”

Birth of an Activist: The Sox Kitashima Story

Tsuyako ‘Sox’ Kitashima, a Nisei, was interned at Tanforan 
and Topaz, Utah. After the war, Sox came to live in San 
Francisco. Her words, from her autobiography, Birth of 
an Activist: The Sox Kitashima Story, tell the story of 
Japanese Americans’ forced exile and imprisonment, 
and the campaign for Redress. Sox passed away in 2005, 
leaving a legacy of generosity, warmth, dedication and 
determination as a community volunteer and leader.  

“The Japanese race is an enemy race 
and while many second and third genera-
tion Japanese born on United States soil, 
possessed of United States citizenship, 
have become ‘Americanized,’ 
the racial strains are undiluted….[A]long 
the vital Pacific Coast over 112,000 poten-
tial enemies, of Japanese extraction, are at 
large today….The very fact that no sabo-
tage has taken place to date is a disturbing 
and confirming indication that such action 
will be taken.”

 — Lt. General John L. DeWitt, 
  the West Coast military commander, 
  defending the Internment

“…the entire ‘Japanese Problem’ has been 
magnified out of its true proportion, largely 
because of the physical characteristics of the 
people…it should be handled on the basis of the 
individual, regardless of citizenship, and not 
on a racial basis.”

 – Lt. Cdr. K. D. Ringle, Office of Naval Intelligence

“…General DeWitt’s report makes flat statements concerning radio transmitters 
and ship-to-shore signaling which are categorically denied by the FBI and the 
Federal Communications Commission. There is no doubt that these statements
are intentional falsehoods.”  

 – John L. Burling, Assistant Director, U.S. Department of Justice, Alien Enemy Control Unit

The story of the Japanese American Internment continues on Sign 13.

Japanese Americans waiting in line to be processed 
by the Wartime Civil Control Administration here at the 

Kinmon Gakuen building on April 27, 1942.

After four dreary months at Tanforan, we packed up our 

belongings and endured another evacuation….Tanforan was 

abuzz with talk that all of us would be sent inland and exter-

minated upon our arrival at Topaz, Utah. The rumors proved 

false, of course, but caused such stress and anxiety among 

us because we didn’t know what lay in store for us.

Wartime Civil Control Administration 
“Assembly Centers” in California & Arizona.

Shock, Anger, & Anxiety
Like other Americans, the Japanese community 
responded with shock, anger and disbelief to the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor. As the FBI arrested Japanese 
community and religious leaders in the days following 
the attack, concern grew for the Issei, who had been 
barred from U.S. citizenship. Family heirlooms were 
destroyed, severing physical ties to Japan, in order to 
demonstrate their Americanism and dispel the suspi-
cions cast upon them. 

Military Orders
There was no evidence 
of espionage or sabo-
tage by Japanese 
Americans, but the 
military, powerful 
economic interests 
and the popular media 
created political 

momentum and popular hysteria against them. 
On February 19, 1942, President Franklin Roosevelt 
signed Executive Order 9066, authorizing restrictions 
against German and Italian aliens and all persons of 
Japanese ancestry, including citizens. In less than 
a month, without charges or trial, the Japanese 
American Internment began.  

What Can We Do?
Although they believed the internment orders were 
unfair and even unlawful, most Japanese Americans 
complied with the orders imposed upon them. Easily 
identified, long the subject of discrimination, and 
politically voiceless, they had few options. The FBI’s 

post-Pearl Harbor raids had decimated the commu- 
nity’s Issei leadership and, months later, little was 
known of what had become of them. 

The Japanese American Citizens League (JACL), 
formed by Americanized Nisei, assumed leadership, 
advocating complete cooperation as the best, and 
only, way to advance the interests of the Japanese 
in America. The Government eagerly accepted the 
JACL’s leadership. The JACL soon found itself in the 
position of advocating for its citizen members’ rights 
while acquiescing to a program violating them. 

How Do You Prepare For Internment? 
With virtually no alternative, most Japanese Americans 
cooperated with the Internment orders. The JACL, 
the American Friends Service Committee and a handful 
of local churches, organizations and individuals pro-
vided what assistance they could when the orders 
were issued. As the “evacuation” orders were issued 
in April, 1942, many were forced to sell businesses 
and possessions painstakingly accumulated for a 
fraction of their value. Allowed to bring only what 
they could carry, they 
were instructed to bring 
bedding, plates and eating 
utensils, clothing and 
personal articles, as well 
as supplies for infants 
and invalids. Not knowing 
where or for how long 
they were going away, 
they packed what they 
could and often wore
their Sunday best on 
“evacuation day.”

Under the guise of national security, all West Coast residents of Japanese ancestry, including 
the citizen Nisei, were ordered by the military to “evacuate” their homes and submit to gov-
ernment custody. This unjustifiable denial of civil liberties occurred despite the fact that there 
was no evidence of Japanese American involvement in any activities that endangered the 
safety of the West Coast. On May 20, 1942, the last of the City’s 5,280 Japanese American 
residents boarded buses, leaving their homes, community and friends for an uncertain exile. 

With only a few days notice, business
owners like Dave Tatsuno had no 
choice but to post evacuation 
sale signs. 
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