
R E D E V E L O P M E N T
T O  R E D R E S S

In 1970, at the biennial convention of 

the Japanese American Citizens League 

(JACL), San Francisco State College 

lecturer Edison Uno introduced the first 

resolution calling for monetary redress 

to Japanese Americans interned during 

World War II. The redress issue, especially monetary

redress, was controversial. Years of community debate 

resulted in a consensus that Japanese Americans had a 

responsibility to address the great injustice they endured 

in order to deter future violations of individual rights. 

Working closely with Senators Daniel K. Inouye and 

Spark Matsunaga of Hawaii and California Representa-

tives Norman Y. Mineta and Robert T. Matsui, JACL President Dr. Clif ford Uyeda and Redress Director 

John Tateishi urged Congress to establish a commission to study the internment and consider remedies, 

including monetary redress.

 

Other grassroots and progressive organizations, such as the National 

Coalition for Redress and Reparations (NCRR) and the National Council 

for Japanese American Redress (NCJAR), initially viewed with serious 

concerns the JACL’s more conservative strategy and the possibility a 

commission would whitewash the issues. These groups eventually 

set aside their concern and organized a united campaign around the 

commission bill.  

In 1980, Congress created the Commission on Wartime Relocation 

and Internment of Civilians (CWRIC) to study the internment of 

Japanese Americans and of Aleutian Islanders who had also been 

forced into government camps during the war. 

In 1981, CWRIC held 20 days of public hearings in 10 

cities, taking testimony from some 750 witnesses about 

the internment. Former internees, many of whom had 

never spoken openly about their camp experiences, 

even to their own children, were moved to testify.  

With dignity and eloquence these witnesses told their 

vivid and heartfelt stories of the pain of betrayal, loss and 

separation, the physical hardships and the psychological 

burdens and scars of the internment. These revelations 

ushered in a new understanding and respect for those who 

had endured the internment and gave meaning and urgency 

to the call for redress. In 1983, CWRIC’s official report 

“Personal Justice Denied,” dispelled the propaganda used 

to rationalize the internment.  

Based on its findings, CWRIC recommended formal 

government apologies and monetary redress to former 

internees. In 1983 redress bills were introduced in the 

House by Congressman Norman Mineta and in the Senate by 

Senator Spark Matsunaga. The House bill was later renamed 

HR 442 in honor of the 442nd Regimental Combat Team.  

On September 17, 1987, the 200th anniversary of the signing of the 

Constitution, HR 442 was passed by the House of Representatives. 

Nearly 20 years after the redress effort began, the Civil Liberties 

Act of 1988 was signed into law in a White House ceremony. 

On October 9, 1990, the first presidential apologies and redress 

payments were presented to former Japanese American internees.

 Disagreements over who did what for redress and how much was 
done by individuals and groups such as the JACL, NCRR, and NCJAR 
have arisen and may always exist. My belief is that each person and 
group involved contributed in some way to the success of the overall 
movement. Some contributions received more attention or recognition 
than others, but every contribution was meaningful.
              – Sox Kitashima   

R E D E V E L O P M E N T R E D R E S S

I wanted to be a part of the struggle 

for redress and reparations, to right 

this wrong…I wanted most of all to 

educate the general public about the 

truth of what happened during the 

war, even though each time I spoke 

about my experience it brought back 

dark memories.

   – Sox Kitashima

My fervent hope is that people—be they 

Japanese Americans or others—never 

forget what the redress movement was 

about and what an enormous battle it 

was for us to achieve vindication. 

The road to redress was unpaved and 

rocky, a … quest full of obstacles and 

disappointments. Yet, we hung on 

because we believed in justice. 

And justice did finally prevail.

 – Sox Kitashima

“…Executive Order 9066 was not justified by 

military necessity….The broad causes which 

shaped these decisions were race prejudice, 

war hysteria and a failure of political leader-

ship. Widespread ignorance of Japanese 

Americans contributed to a policy conceived in 

haste and executed in an atmosphere of fear 

and anger at Japan. A grave injustice was done 

to American citizens and resident aliens of 

Japanese ancestry who, without individual 

review or any probative evidence against them, 

were excluded, removed and detained by the 

United States during World War II.”

    – Personal Justice Denied.

 

Along with JACL, NCRR members 

actively lobbied representatives at 

the local, state and national level.  

We sent letters to the President of the 

United States, members of Congress, 

and even their wives, to educate them 

and encourage their support for 

redress and reparations. From 1986-

1988, we mailed over twenty-five 

thousand letters along with over six 

hundred mailgrams to Congress.  

I kept count of every letter mailed. 

They were like precious jewels to me.

   – Sox Kitashima
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Civic and business leaders in San Francisco today went all out to 
find a suitable plan that will prevent the Japanese district from 
turning into the worst slum in the history of the city.

The 20-block area—Octavia to Webster and O’Farrell to Pine 
Street—will be completely evacuated by May 15, leaving many 
of the old substandard buildings vacant.

While any ways of meeting the problem were being studied, 
however, there was a possibility that all would be stymied, 
because California has no law that will permit the establishment 
of a slum clearance project.

The Japanese Americans who began to return 

to San Francisco in 1945 faced a world of 

uncertainty. The welcome they would receive 

was questionable, their jobs and housing 

prospects poor, and their neighborhood had 

changed dramatically. Picking up the pieces took 

all their effort, but gradually Nihonmachi began 

to revive and seem like home again.

Although “Redevelopment” did not become 

a reality until after the war, City officials 

were discussing “slum clearance” in 

Japantown even as Nihonmachi’s residents 

were being forcibly evicted from their 

homes. But plans to clear the Japantown 

area were put on hold as thousands of 

workers poured into the Bay Area seeking 

war industry jobs. African American workers, many from the South, 

moved into Nihonmachi’s vacant homes and businesses, some even 

sleeping in shifts in so-called “hot beds” to maximize the available 

lodgings. The Western Addition became the nucleus of a new and vital 

African American community.

Wartime Nihonmachi – A Changing Neighborhood

The Japanese American Diaspora
While they were not allowed to return to the West Coast until January 1945, 

Japanese Americans had been released from the camps on agricultural leaves 

and to attend non-West Coast colleges as early as April 1942. Citing these 

programs, the War Relocation Authority promoted “resettlement” in inland 

areas in order to prevent Japanese Americans from re-establishing their 

“ethnic enclaves” on the Coast. 

The military orders excluding Japanese Americans from the West Coast were finally rescinded on December 

17, 1944, on the eve of two important U.S. Supreme Court decisions. In Korematsu v. United States, the 

Court upheld the internment on grounds of alleged military necessity. The decision in Ex parte Endo, that 

Japanese Americans determined to be “loyal” could not continue to be confined, supported measures al-

ready underway to close the camps and allow Japanese Americans to return to the Coast. 

Official assurances that returning Japanese Americans were loyal did not erase the lingering suspicions and 

hostility preventing them from finding housing, jobs and social acceptability. Even uniformed Nisei veterans, 

such as decorated war hero Daniel Inouye, who was refused a haircut in San Francisco, were not immune 

from discrimination against Japanese Americans.

The Next Generation
The 1960s and 70s were a time of rising student activism. In 1968, Sansei, third generation 
Japanese Americans, joined other minority students in the 5-month Third World Strike at 
San Francisco State College (now State University), the first and longest such strike in the 
nation. Out of the tumult came a ground-breaking Department of Ethnic Studies encom-
passing Asian American, African American, Latino/LaRaza, and Native American studies. 
For many Sansei, this struggle provided a new model for actively challenging authority that 
sharply contrasted with the post-Internment models of cooperation and avoiding confron-
tation with authority. In Japantown, this new energy and approach led to the creation of 
new community based organizations and to political participation in common struggles 
with other communities of color.

This growing social consciousness led to the formation of numerous enduring community 
organizations. In 1969, the Japanese Community Youth Council became the first community 
based organization organized and led by Sansei. Kimochi Senior Services formed in 1971 
and Nihonmachi Little Friends Childcare in 1975. Other community organizations led by 
Nisei, such as the Japanese Cultural and Community Center and the public school Japanese 
Bilingual Bicultural Program benefited from the momentum and political presence of the 
Sansei initiatives.

Rebuilding Nihonmachi
In the camps, the Nisei learned the value of 

self- reliance as well as the need to work to-

gether as a community. Returning to San 

Francisco, the Nisei took the lead in setting up 

households, finding jobs and reestablishing 

community structures.  

The close-knit social bonds that the Nisei had 

developed behind barbed-wire endured after 

they returned to Nihonmachi. Postwar Nisei 

social clubs provided mutual support, camara-

derie and community involvement that fos-

tered cohesion among the Nisei and provided 

vital social opportunities in a segregated soci-

ety. Young working women formed groups 

such as the Biz 

Pros and the Spin-

sters JG (Junior 

Grade, although 

there was no 

“senior grade”). 

Groups for younger girls, 

included the Jinx, Dots, 

Links, Stinkers and the 

Arbees (named for their 

royal blue team color). 

Young men formed their own social clubs, 

such as the Barons, Fogs and Dukes.  

By 1951, Japantown boasted 128 businesses and 62 
community organizations. Despite the neighborhood’s 
vitality, the wheels were already in motion for another 
mass removal, one that radically and permanently 
changed Japantown and the Western Addition.

Urban Renewal, or Redevelopment, emerged as 
national policy in the late 1940s. Inner cities were 
decaying due to “redlining,” a policy of systematically 
denying property loans and insurance to residents and 
small businesses in racially identified neighborhoods.  
At the same time, federal funds became available to 
cities to raze “blighted” areas to make way for large-
scale commercial and residential development. 

In 1948, the newly formed San 
Francisco Redevelopment Agency 
(RDA) initiated the A-1 project, 
which demolished 28 blocks of 
the Western Addition, including 
about half of Japantown south of 

Post Street, and expanded Geary Street into an 8-lane 
expressway. The City began appropriating properties 
by eminent domain in 1958, forcing out 8,000 resi-
dents and hundreds of businesses, including 1,500 
Japanese American residents and 60 businesses. The 
newly formed Japanese American Merchants and Prop-
erty Owners Association protested the evictions, but 
by 1960, hundreds of Victorian homes and storefronts 
in A-1 had been leveled to the ground.

Rather than encouraging return of the evicted Japanese 
American businesses and residents, the RDA envi-
sioned a large-scale “Japanese Cultural and Trade 

Center” to attract tourist dollars 
to the City. Construction stalled 
until 1965, and the Japan Center 
(designed by Minoru Yamasaki, 
designer of New York’s World Trade 
Center) did not open until eight years 

after the old neighborhood had been demolished.

Civic Leaders Seek Suitable Plan for Evacuated Region

Slum Danger in ‘Jap Town’
Under Study

San Francisco News, April 13, 1942

In the early months of World War II, San Francisco’s Fillmore 

district, or the Western Addition, experienced a visible 

revolution.…The Yakamoto Sea Food Market quietly became 

Sammy’s Shoe Shine Parlor and Smoke Shop. Yashigira’s 

Hardware metamorphosed into La Salon de Beauté owned 

by Miss Clorinda Jackson. The Japanese shops which sold 

products to Nisei customers were taken over by enterprising 

Negro businessmen, and in less than a year became 

permanent homes away from home for the newly arrived 

Southern Blacks. Where the odors of tempura, raw fish and 

cha had dominated, the aroma of chitlings, greens and ham 

hocks now prevailed. …As the Japanese disappeared, sound-

lessly and without protest, the Negroes entered with their loud 

jukeboxes, their just-released animosities and the relief of 

escape from Southern bonds. The Japanese area became 

San Francisco’s Harlem in a matter of months.

 – Maya Angelou
    I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.

Meanwhile, in 1962, the RDA 
initiated the gigantic A-2 
project, affecting 70 blocks 
north of Post Street, including 
what remained of Japantown 

and the largely African American Fillmore District. 
In response, community based groups like the United 
Committee for the Japanese Community (UCJC) and 
Nihonmachi Community Development Corporation 
(NCDC) organized to represent Japanese American 
businesses, property owners and other community 
stakeholders. NCDC ultimately developed plans for a 
four-block area north of the Japan Center, which even-
tually included the Buchanan Street Mall, the Japanese 
Cultural and Community Center, churches and other 
important community assets. 

As demolitions and evictions 
continued in the late 60s and 
early 70s, grassroots groups 
such as the multicultural Western 
Addition Community Organization 
(WACO) and the Committee Against 
Nihonmachi Evictions (CANE) organized 
to protest the ongoing eviction of 
families and small businesses from Japantown and the 
Western Addition.  

Despite the increased community 
participation in the A-2 process, 
many businesses and residents 
were driven out by demolition, 
delayed reconstruction and sky-

rocketing rents and property taxes. Properties were 
consolidated into large corporate holdings impervious 
to community control, while small businesses and low- 
and middle-income residents were driven out. Social, 
cultural, spiritual and community resources drew many 
displaced residents back to the old neighborhood for 
specific occasions and needs, but the thriving Japanese 
American residential community was gone forever.

The Second Removal: Redevelopment Reshapes the Western Addition

Some Japanese American businesses—those 

fortunate few whose buildings and goods were 

kept safe during the internment – quickly re-

opened in Nihonmachi, but others had to start 

from scratch. With housing and jobs scarce, 

churches and organizations, such as the Ameri-

can Friends Service Committee, came forward 

to assist the returnees.  

As quickly as Japantown had been transformed 

into “San Francisco’s Harlem,” the return of 

Japanese Americans to their homes and busi-

nesses created a sudden and often turbulent 

mixing of the Japanese American and African 

American communities. Agencies like the 

Buchanan YMCA and the Booker T. Washington 

Center, through the efforts of community lead-

ers, especially Yori Wada and Toshi Koba, sought 

to bridge these community divides through 

programs serving youth from both communities. PE AC E
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 1 What Happened Here 

 2 Injustice and Honor 

 3 Uoki Sakai Market 

 4 Commerce & Community

 5 Beginnings of Japantown 
  in the Western Addition

 6 Benkyodo 

 7 Educating the Nisei
  Japanese American Citizens League

 8 Heart and Soul
  Continuing Our Traditions

 9 The Spirit of Nihonmachi

 10 A In the Name of National Security

10 B Kodomo No Tame Ni

11 Issei Women's Legacy

12 A New Ballgame

13 Internment Camps and 
  Return to Nihonmachi

14 Redevelopment to Redress

15 San Francisco Japantown Sensu

16 What You Leave Behind:
   Looking to the Future, Remembering the Past

The San Francisco Japantown History Walk is a self-guided tour that 
is approximately 10 city blocks and consists of 16 interpretive signs.

N California Japantown Monument San Francisco
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