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This dissertation is a narrative account of the life of Minoru
Yasui, 1916-1986. Minoru Yasui was a Nisei (second generation
- Japanese American), born in Hood River, Oregon, and a graduate of -
the University of Oregon (B.A., 1937) and University of Oregon Law
School (L.L.B., 1939). In March 1942, Yasui brought the first

constitutional challenge to the curfew imposed upon Japanese

Americans. The curfew was the first step in the restriction and
internment of Americans of Japanese ancestry, citizens and
noncitizens alike. He believed that as a citizen and lawyer it was
his responsibility to oppose, and test, orders which distinguished
citizens solely on the basis of their ancestry. After World War I,
Yasui lived all of his ‘adult life in Denver, Colorado, from 1945 until

his death in 1986.




Minoru Yasui was a leader in the Redress movement which
fought for a government apology and some form of token monetary
compensation for the unconstitutional wartime internment of

Japanese Americans. His own coram nobis case, which reopened in

1983, along with two other wartime internment cases, provided a
rehearing of issues related to the wartime incarceration of Japanese
Americans, with additional evidence and perspective. The disserta-
tion examines the relationship of the Redress movement and Yasui's

coram nobis case, after chapters which tell the story of his early

life, the context of the wartime case, and his life in Denver between
World War Il and the beginning of the Redress movement ih the
1970s. The focus of the author's original research is material from
Yasui's files, archived in Denver, Colorado. Minoru Yasui's legal case
had not concluded, nor had legislative Redress passed, when he died
on November 12, 1986. The dissertation includes an account of the
attempt to carry on the case after his death. Minoru Yasui is buried

in Idylwild Cemetery in Hood River, Oregon.
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CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION

Minoru Yasui was a young lawyer form Hood River who decided
to challenge the curfew which was instituted in 1942 against
- Americans of Japanese ancestry during World War ll. He had an
active career in law and community relations, and became a leader
in the fight for Redress in the 1970s and 1980s. He wés active in
both the legislative and' judicial aspects of the struggle for reas-
sessment of the relocation and internment of Japanese Americans.
This work is not a chronicle of Japanese American internment
during World War 1l, nor an analysis of the wartime test cases
against- internment, nor a thoroughgoing biography of Minoru Yasui.
It is rather an exploration of the connection of the test case that
Min Yasui brought to the curfew in 1942 and the later reobening of
that case to the Redress movement in which he was involved in the
1970s and 1980s. The work is constructed to give the reader
necessary orientation to Yasui’s acts and motivation in bringing the
~ test case, and to provide sufficient context of the wartime events

- and process of his trial to appreciate the situation in which he found .



himself as well as pressures he was under. The description of
the years between the end of the war and the beginningv of Redress is
brief in order to help the reader connect Yasui’s activities and
thought during those years with what came later. It is the reopening
of the wartime case in the midst of the Redress movement which is
the key focus of this dissertation. The' heart of the workl as an
original contributioh to the field is contained in Chapter V, “Redress

and Coram Nobis: 1979-1986.”

Min Yaeui brought a unique history and‘perspective to his
Redress wor'k, and neither research nor writing has previously
explored the connection between his case, occurring in the 1940s
and the 1980s, and the Redress movement. During the i980$, three
wartime cases reopened by means of an obscure but still potent

“means of legal appeal called a writ of error coram_nobis. As it was

possible to prove through new evidence that there had been
intentional fraud practiced on the court during prosecution of the
cases, they could come “before us again” in light of the new
evidence and perspective. Yasui was the only one of the petitioners
in the coram nobis cases who was also‘ active in the Japanese
American Citizens League (JACL), and a vocal advocate for the JACL
Redress movement, including the creation of the Commission on

Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians (CWRIC). The



process of the Commission hearings and reports was vitally inter-
connected with the findings which opened the possibility of the

coram nobis cases. The cases opened in 1983 in the midst of the

issuing of the Commission reports. Min Yasui’s extensive
correspondence from this period, providing 'a‘u_riiq"ue perspective
from a major figure, has been a key research tool in relating the

coram nobis cases to the Redress movement.

Peter Irons has written of the background and process of the

wartime and coram nobis cases from the perspective of a researcher

and lawyer who played a key role in 'th_ose cases. His 1983 WOrk,
Justice at War: The Story of the Japanese American Internment
Cases, tells the story of three wartime cases--Min Yasui, Gordon
Hirabayashi, and Fred Korematsu--describing the political and legal
battles that surrounded them and how his research “uncovered a
legal scandal without precedent in the history of American law.” Tits
account of the emerging evidence showing a deliberate campaign to
present tainted records to the Supreme Court is vital to tracing the
origins of the cases.

Irons’ later book, Justice Delayed: The Record of the Japanese
American Casés, is largely a case-by-case record of the judicial

- decisions in the test cases, occurring in the 1940s and 1980s, with



an introduction which describes the trial process of the coram nobis
cases.2 Another resource which provides the case records with an

historical introduction is Nobuya Tsuchida’s American_Justice:

Japanese American Evacuation and Redress Cases.3 Tsuchida’s work

also includes the texts of the Executive Orders and Proclamatfbns
which ordered and directed the curfew, relocation, and internment.4
It has not quite been ten years since .the passage of the legi-
slation- which enacted legislative Redress on August 10, 1988.
There are some studies of the movement describing the background
and purpose of Redress before the final passage of the bill. Works

which were written and published in the midst of the Redress

movement by individuals associated with JACL include JACL In Quest
of Justice by Bill Hosokawa (1982), and John Tateishi’s collection of
-oral histories from surviving_internees describing their.wartime

experiences, And Justice For All: An Oral History of the Japanese

American Detention Camgs(1984).5. Tateishi’s volume includes an

account by Min Yasui of his wartime memories.ﬁ
Published in 1988, William Hohri's book, Repairing America: An_
Account of the Movement for Japanese-American Redress, tells the

~ story of the National Council for Japanese American Redress

(NCJAR), a Redress group founded in 1979 which opposed the



Commission strategy that the JACL Redress Committee pursued, and
proceeded with direct Iegislation and a class-action lawsuit. It is a
valuable personal account of Hohri’s perspective on the background
and process of the Rédress movement.

Roger Daniels and others have assembled an excellent

| anthology of articles about the Redress movement as part of the

work Relocation to Redress, 1991 edition.8 It includes an

introductory essay by Daniels, articles by John Tateishi on “JACL
and the Struggle for Redress,” William Hohri’s “Redress as a

Movement Toward Enfranchisement,” and a brief article on “Coram

Nobis and Redress” by Dale Minami, one of the Sansei lawyers who
worked on the cases.? Minami’s article focuses on the dynamics and

process of the coram nobis cases. None of those works specifically

discuss the role which Min Yasui played as one of the subjects of

" coram _nobis and Ieading'figur‘e in JACL during the Redress movement.

Leslie Hatamiya’s 1993 study of the passage of the Civil
Liberties Act of 1988 (the' formal name of Redress legislation),

Rig\ hting a Wrong: Japanese Americans and the Passage of the C_ivil
Liberties Act of 1988, is a good overview of the whole legislative

process.10 It was the first major work written after the passage of

Redress. Written by a dad’ghfér of internees and a Special Assistant



to New Jersey Senator Bill Bradley, it is a case study of the politi-
cal, .institufionél, and external factors which ledk to the redress
(legislation’s passage.

To date,. no work has been done which ties a narrative and
analysis of the Redress movement to the perspective of a particular

subject of the coram nobis cases. No study has looked extensively at

Yasui’s correspondence as a source to convey a sense of the person
and of the period. This study’s contribution is to experience Min
Yasui’s- point of view through the lens of his correspondence, looking

at the issues and debates of the Redress movement from the late

1970s through the emergence of the coram nobis cases in the 1980s,
until the time of his death in 1986.

Biographically and histofically, there is complexity to the case
Yasui brought in the 1940s as well as his voice in the later Redress

movement, including his own coram nobis case. He was both

firebrand and limit keeper; he was insistent on his own form and
style of protest as well as being insistent about the limits of
acceptable protest. As discussed primarily in Chapters Il and V,
forming a set of bookends in looking at the wartime case and the
later coram_nobis case, Yasui had a strong, yet constrained, sense of
~ resistance. He wanted to affirm the principles of citizenship he was

taught, and to do that he felt that the extraordinary measures of the



times pushed him to an extraordinary, yet constrained act, of testing
an anonstitutional order, and taking it through fhe judicial process
for review. His deep sense of obligation as a citizen to register
protest when. a citizen’s rights wereA violated combined with a
sharply delineated view of how protest should be registered. In
many ways he was a cultural conservative, deeply patriotic, inclined
to support systems and ihstitutions, andwés only brought to a point
of limited resistance by the firm conviction that the restriction of
United States citizéns, solely on the basis of ancestry, was both
profoundly wrong and demonstrably unconstitutional. By his own
understanding, Yasui exercised a consistency of principle in working
within the system and trying to make that system work.

This dissertation uses 'primafy resources from the wartime
test case as well as the later redress and coram_nobis experiences
to illuminate the decisions and options in the context of each
particular historical moment. There is no attempt to judge whether
his position was right or wrong in each instance, but rather to
present in the words and context of each 's:'ituation, how Yasui
viewed ahd made his choices.

Following this introduction, the first substantive chapter of
this work, Chapter Ill, “Hood River, Family Background,” is intended

~ to give the reader sufficient background to understand key aspects




which shaped Yasui’s family history and early life in Hood River.

His father Masuo had a critical influence on Min Yasui’s opportu-
nities and ambitions. Chapter Ill, “The War Years: 1941-45,”
presents the wartime situation in context to illuminate the choice
that Min Yasui made when he tested the curfew in March 1942, and
the personal and political situation in which the ensuing trial placed
him. Chapfer IV, “In the Meantime: 1946-1978,” ‘presen"t"s a broad
outline of Yasui’svlzi,fe between the end of World War Il and the
reopen‘ing;‘of the wartime fssues ‘in a serious Rédréss movement in

the late 179705:_Chap't'e'r, V; “Redrye.s_s and ‘Coram Nobis: 1979-1986,”

is the heart of the work, and the place where the research makes an
original contribution. The focus is on the meeting of the Redress

movement with the coram nobis cases through the perspective of Min

Yasui. The author has worked with extensive primary material from
Yasui’s correspondence to illuminate particular dynamics, conflicts,
-and turning points in the process of the Redress movement during
that period. Some of the key issuesvwhich emerge from this study
are explicated in Chapter V:

e The debate about “commission strategy,” touching debates

about emotion and strategy in protest movements;
e The power and style of public story telling which happened in

the “Days of Remembrance” and in the CWRIC hearings,




° genefatidnal dynamics of dealing wit.h past injustices; and
¢ How Yasui responded When, in the midst of the Redress
movement, he discovered the possibility of his own case
reopening, and what the connections were between the
personal legal case and the general movement for Redress.
The focus of this work is exploring what one person chose to
do in response to a collective injustice and trauma; initially, at the
time of the internment and relocation, and later, in the reopening of
the telling of the story. Threads of affirmation and resistance
weave in and out of this study, and the hope of the author is that, in
considering it, the reader_ may appreciate the struggle of one
individual to hold his principles, whiie reflecting on the challenges

and choices in our own context.




10

Notes

1 peter Irons, Justice at War: The Story of the Japanese
American Internment Cases (New York: Oxford UP, 1983) viii.

2 peter irons, ed., Justice Delayed: The Record of the Japanese
Internment Cases (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP, 1989); for a
description of the trial process of the coram nobis cases: 3-46.

3 Nobuya Tsuchida, American Justice: Japanese American
Evacuation and Redress Cases (Minneapolis: Asian/Pacific Learning

Resource Center, U of MN, 1988).

4 Tsuchida, American Justice 29-42.

> Bill Hosokawa, JACL in Quest of Justice: The History of the
Japanese American Citizens League (New York: William Morrow and
Co., 1982); John Tateishi, ed., And Justice For All: An Oral History of

the Japanese American Detention Camps (New York: Random House,
1984). : :

6 Tateishi, ed., And Justice For All 62-93.

7 William Minoru Hohri, Repairing America: An Account of the
Movement for Japanese-American Redress (Puliman, WA: Washington
State UP, 1988).

8 Roger Daniels, Sandra C. Taylor, and Harry H. L. Kitano, eds.,

Japanese Americans: From Belocatngn to Redress (Seattle U of

Washlngton P, 1991 )




11

9 Daniels, Taylor, and Kitano, eds., Japanese Americans,
Daniels, introductory essay 188-90; John Tateishi, “JACL and the
Struggle for Redress,” 191-5; William Hohri, “Redress as a Move-
ment Toward Enfranchisement,” 196-9; and Dale Minami, “Coram_
Nobis and Redress,” 200-2.

10 Leslie Hatamiya, ghtlng a Wrong: Japanese Americans and

the Passage of the CMI Liberties Act of 1988 (Stanford, CA:
Stanford UP, 1993).




12

CHAPTER I
HOOD RIVER, FAMILY BACKGROUND: 1916-1941

Those who write about the Hood River Valley usually begin by
extolling its beauty. There is much to extol. From the towering peak
of Mount Hood to the south a tWenty-six mile long rolling corridor of
lush ‘valley spreads o(xt as the Hood River makes it way down to the
mighty Columbia River. Six miles wide, the verdant valley has been
changed from wild forest"to sfdmp Iand to cultivated orchard by
generationé of hard work; to its ‘current day shape as fertile fruit
orchards and homes. The town of Hood River is set at the meeting
place of the water winding down through the patchwork fields of the
"upper valley" from the height of the mountain, conneéting with the
commerce and concentrated population of the town bearing the same
name as the river which empties into the Columbia amidst the
towering columns of the Columbia Gorge.

The growing town and the surrounding Iandscape‘were
immensely appealing to Masuo Yasui, Min Yasui's father, when Masuo
was traveling east on the train along the Columbia .Gorge‘ in 1908.

What Min's father later told his children was that he took one look at
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~ the Hood River Valley and decided to stay. When Masuo came to the
Valley at the age of twenty-one, he had already been in America for
five years, having come from Japan at the age of sixteen. He was'v
using a railroad pass from his father and older brothers to travel to
a land he had heard of, "Shin-Shin-no-chi," which means in Japanese
"new new land." He never got to Cincinnati, Ohio, where he thought
he would head: his sense of aesthetics and opportunity stopped him
in Hood River. Thi§ life story summary is drawn from accounts in

Robert: S. Yasui's The Yasui Family of Hood River, Oregon and Lauren

Kessler's Stubbor_n.TmLig, as Well'as‘ oral .hisfories-shared by family

members. 1 _

The 6ral tradition that Masuolpassed on to his children about
his immediate decision to settlé in Hood River may be a somewhat
compressed version of a larger truth of his attraction and all it
represented to him. Truly, he decided to sink his roots deep, as he
spoke prbudly and with great conviction of doing, and as he encour-
aged other Japanese immigrants to do. He brought much from his
‘native land to his chosen land, and he encouraged his children to take
advantage of the great opportunities open to them in America, as
Arﬁerican citizens by birth. All nine of his children were born in

- Hood River. Masuo took a Japanese sense of‘s'tability of place and
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|mmensely ambltlous, a creative businessman, driven in his work,
convmced that he would use hIS skills in this new Iand to give his
chlldren even greater opportunlty He worked "kodomo no tame ni,"
for the sake of the children: he was fiercely ambitious for their
education and honor, and wanted them to assume an important role in
the Japanese American community and in the land of their birth.
Masuo's children remember him repeatedly saying:‘ "This is your
honie," "Every one of you children was born here and you are all good
American citizens," "This is a land of -unparalleled opportunity,”" and,
most frequently, "You are put here for a purpose, and that purpose is
to make the place that you live a better place." The distinctive Yasui
"kotowaza"” (sayings, aphdrisms) reflect Masuo's energy, focu_s, and
tireless commitment to making a home and passing on a legacy in
this new place. Hood River was the new land for him, a place with
stunning beauty, a booming town with dazzling opportunity, a place
to raise a family and put down roots. Masuo said he was reminded of
the mountains and rivers of his homeland. He saw in the area the
opportunity to make a new home in a beautiful agricu_ltural valley
which had growing commercial needs, a land and a market in which
hard work and entrepreneurial sense could gain him a prosperous and
~ useful life as a prominent and responsible citizen. He worked hard

over the next decades to make this vision a reality.
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Masuo was part of the first generatlon of immigrants to come
and settle in Amerlca from Japan, the Issei. They came mostly
around the turn of the century, in a fairly narrow window of oppor-
tunity which the opening up of Japan and the labor need and immi-
gration laws of the United States provided. The door was opened by
America's need for labor in the West, especially after the Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882, and closed with immigration restrictions
which closed the door to further immigration from Japan in 1924.

Two key factors_ made a great difference in Masuo's life, and
the life of other immigrants from Japan. First, because of immigra-
tion law and complications due to foreign relations as well as
domestic policy, and the narrow period in which it was possible for
Issei to come to this country, the lack of continued immigration
shaped the community generatiohally. The immigrant generation
‘was not joined by other Japan-born future generations. Japanese
Americans are unique in having still relevant and widely used names
for particular generations of immigrants, beginning with the Issei
who came from Japan around the turn of the century. The second
geheration, the Nisei (first to be born in America) were distinctly
American, and by the time of World War |I, fully two-thirds of the
- population of Japanese ancestry in the United States Was American

born. Focus on the promise and rights of this first American born
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generation was further sharpened by a seco}nd key factor in American
immigration and naturalization policy: immigrants born in Asia were
not able to become United States citizens. Naturalization was not
an option for Masdo, until the law concerning naturalization of
immigrants from Asia changed in 1952, after World War Il. He and
fellow 'immig'rants lived with thé impossibility. of officially |
becoming United States citjzené, whatever their desires and loyal-
ties. Their eXpéctafions for their children bécame even more
exalted, since the children. would . be able to have the privileges
denied to the immigrant parenfs. The already strong family ethic of
working for the children took on a patriotic and wistful tone: the
children would be and do in this country what the parents could not.
Masuo was impressed by stories of President Abraham Lincoln,
and his.role in freeing the slaves. The Civil War was in living
memory, and Masuo had a deep interest in the role of the law in
preserving human freedom and dignity. Masuo was interested in
‘becoming a lawyer, but that was an impossibility for him becéuse of
‘the citizenship restriction by nation of birth. He had a deep desire
for one of his children to carry on that deferred legacy. The family
dynamics of the third born, which Masuo was in his own family,
~ turned out in his own children (by death of the first son and disin-

clination of the second) to pass that legal legacy on to the third son,



Minoru, with a particular emphasis and yearning; Min would later

tell stories of his father's prominénce and influence in Hood River
with great pride. Describing himself as the "most expendable," Min
sought to carry on his father's hope of exercising his love for lan-

guage and passion for equality under the léw in his new land which
had been dashed by the closed door of citizenship.2 Min, as all

Masuo's children, had deép respect for their father's ambition and
industry. . The Nisei children were all marked strongly by Masuo's
expectation for them, and his insistence on family honor, never -
bringing shame to the family. They were told that they had been
given great ‘opportunities at great 'éoét, and much waé expected of
them. Throughout their growing up years, the Yasui Nisei children
were the only Japanese American famirly "in towh," and so had a
distinctive experience and role, different from other Japanesem
. American.families whose ‘children lived in the agricultural commu-
nities in the "Upper Valley" (such as Pine Grove, Dee, Parkdale, Oak
Grove). | |

In some ways, Masuo fit the profile of the immigration of the
Issei, most of whom came on their oWn,’the first to come to an
unknowniland. In other ways, he had particular family and personal

- experiences which distinctly shaped his growing up and -h_is sense of
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opportunity. Masuo was sent for by a father already in the United
States. Masuo's father had come to the United States as a seeker
after capital to invest back in Japan. The first workers of the Yasui
family to come to América were part of the migration of eaﬂy
settleré who were looking to work at relatively high wages, given
their I'ack of Opportunities in Japan at the time, to save money, and
then to return home to Japan. This had been the plan of Masuo's
father, Shinataro Yasﬁi, who left Japan and came to work on the
railroad in the mid-1890s. It was difficult physical work, but
Shinataro was en_c.:ouragedét 'whra_t could be "§2Véd "for' 'foure ventures
in Japan. He sent for his two older sons',’Taitsuro, then nineteen-
years-old, and Rerﬂlichi', then fifteen, to join him, on the railroad crew
in the spring of 1897.

Masdo, the youn’ge.st son, ‘w’as eleven WHen his older brothers
joined his father. He grew in a household from age eleven to age
sixteen without his father or brothers present, waiting for the time
when he would be summoned, too. In the spring of 1903, Shinataro
sent for sixteen-year-old Masuo, and he arrived to join his older
brothers and father on the railroad.

Masuo told his children later that he was simply not physically

- suited for railroad work, and that "it hurt his feelings" when he had

to be the water boy and cook.3 The nature of the work and the desire
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to return "home" never really connected for Masuo as it did for his
father and the oldest bro*rc"he‘r.. | Masuo had Ts'omething different in
mind than the gathering of wages to return to Japan. Because of his
status as third sOri‘, ‘Masu‘o knew heiwo'uld be severely limited in the
part he could play in the family and economy- of his native Japan,
even with the earnings from his hard work. The family might work
for a common nest egg, but there was no doubt that back in the "ie"
(Japanese "house": strict birth-ordered structure of authority within
the male-dominated family) the father and eldest son would have the
decision-making pdwer about the use and investment of the
resources earned. The second son, Masuo's next older brother
Renichi, had been adopted into another family as a "yoshi," taking
their family name of Fujimoto. Masuo was intent on a distinctive
role for himself in the new nation, and it wasn't on the railroad. His
inclinations were in different directions, and having been given the
opportunity of coming to the new nation, sent for to do a job he had
neither the physical strength nor the inclination to perform, he
looked for other options in the new landscape of the American West.
Hungry for edubation, in order to communicate better and gain
opportunities for advancement, Masuo was convinced that learning
| English would be necessary for his ambition to put down roots and

make his mark in the new country. Unlike many Issei, whose work
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left them no 6pportunity for fdrmal education and whdse physical
work required no English language facility, Masuo,cohsciously chose
to leave thé manual labor and itinerant life his father and older
brothers lived, and attehd night school. He applied himself dili-
gently to the study of English and watched for the opportunity to
establish himself and begin a family. He became a "school boy" in
Portland, Oregon, working for a family as a domestic and receiving
room and board while he attended school.

Masuo studied hard, and loved his studles enjoying the
acquiring of a new language and savoring new hopes for how he could
use it to further his own ambitions and also to be a go-between, a
kind of linguistic and cultural bridge, for other immigrants from
Japan.- He knew the world of the railroad workers, thé rough bache-
lor socnety which saved its earnings for return "home," and he knew
he wanted something different. He had been raised in the household
of his mother to be cultured, in a way that his brothers had not
experienced. He saw that his opportunity would be to establish a
particular niche for himself and his talents. Masuo studied hard, and
by the time he came to Hood River in 1908, he had a good cbmmand of
the English language, and a strong determination to make a new life
| for himself. ' |

He was one of the first to mark a significalnt change in the
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immigrant community of Japanese origin away from those who came
to earn money andv return homé. While Japanese immigration to
America started with some of the same labor market dynamics in
the West as the earlier Chinese immigration (which began around the
middle of the nineteenth century), the Nikkei (Japanese American)
community became more family based as timé went on. Laborer
‘husbands sent for wives from Japan, and put down roots in the land
and hopes for the future in the offspring. - Masuo as an individual and
the Nikkei corhmunity és a whole rhoved into a settled family mode.
They were no longer ‘a bachelor society, which is x;vhat the Yasui
father and older brothers had beenﬁ when they first came, gathering
capital, scrimbing, ér;d ii\)ing a rough and mobile life. Japanese
Americans became a more rural and agriculturally based community,

in contrast to the more urban and business based patterns which
characterized the Chinese American community.4 Family based, the

| vemphasis both on Japanese ideas of honor and American ideas of
opportunity joined to create a new entity. Masuo Yasui was both the
inheritor of a tradition of adventure and seeking out opportunity in
the new country, and the beginner of very new traditions. He had a
head start because of his situation, but more particularly because of

his own ambition and the diligence of his study in and outside of
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class. By the time Masuo came to Hood River in the Spring of 1908,
he definitely had decided to stay in the United States. He was
seeking the new new land (Shin Shin No Chi), and, as an enterprising
young'man, wanted to.‘ exploit its opportunities and make his invest-
ment in the soil and the community of the Hood River Valley. His
father Shinataro returned to Japan to invest in an enterprise there.
Shinataro and Taitsuro established a profitable textile factory in
Okayama-ken, and Mésuo and Renichi remained in the United States,
although Renichi had already been married by proxy to a Japanese
woman, Matsuyo FjSmotb, who stayed in Japan to take care of h‘is
(adopted) parents, not coming to America until after their death,
when both Matsuyo and Renichi were in their forties.

Masuo convinced his older brother, Renichi, to go into business
with him in the Yasui Brothers Store in Hood River. It was the
beginning and the groundihg for many other enterprises and ventures
in which Masuo engaged while Renichi took care of the day-to-day
| operations of the store. Lauren Kessler's work Stubborn Twig aptly

describes the growth and extent of the Yasui enterprises in the
valle.y.5v Rehichi, who was variously known as Uncle Ren, OjiChan,

Chan, and Uncle Datsoo, was very definitely the at-home and hands-

- on father figure in the family. All of his nieces and nephews were
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convinced they they were his favorite. He tended to the store, loving
its social role and status as a supplier for and haven for Japanese
Americans who came "to town." Ren never seemed to have contra-
dicted or disagreed with any of Masuo's plans or even much entered
into his younger brother's business dealings outside of the store.
Masuo was the entrepreneur, venturing out in business and in many
other ways, while Uncle Datsoo literally minded the store, and was
more present to the children than their own father.

Masuo built from the base of the store and its function as a
community center for the Japanese laborers in the area. He was
engaged in many tasks as interpreter, go-between, loaner of money,
negotiator of‘cbntracts, and, in general, ;an'entreb'reneuriél and
cultural fepresentafive vof‘ the community. Masuo began to corre-
spond with ..'a young woman |n his home village i‘n Okayama, and in
1911 proposed marriage to ‘_her'. Shidzuyo Mfyake,'bOrn in 1886, the
same year as Masuo, was ‘by theﬁ twenty-five years old, past the age
by which most girls were fnarried in Japan. The two families knew
‘one another, énd Masuo and Shidzuyo had some memory of each other
as children. She was a teacher, having pursued her own education
through high school and college, and settled into earning her own

~livelihood. She had gone against her father's wishes when she went

away to college. Her son Robert tells the story that she was on her
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way to college:

as the train was pulling out of the small rural station,
she was in tears knowing that she had defied her father
and might be severing her ties with her family; she

- looked up to see her father running alongside the train
shouting that he gave her his permlssmn to attend the

college 6

She took that risk of bréakiﬁg With her family td further her educa-
tion and express her own talents.. Later, in coming to America, she
took another set of risks to come to a new country and start a new
life and family. Shidzuyo was somewhat unusual among women in
her immigrant generation ih her somewhat older age of marriage,
and her college education. She brought a tremendous depth of educa-
tion, culture, knowledge, ihdu'stry, and energy to the life she joined
with Masuo in Oregon . He was the undisputed head of the household
in all decisions, and she exercised the traditional role of "okusan"
(honorable intérior one), managing the affairs of the household,
working hard at home and out in the fields. She taught ikebana,
(flower arranging), cha no yu (tea ceremony), and other cultural arts
and graces in her new community. |

Masuo and Shidzuyo were married in November 1912, and in the
next fifteen years, nine children were born to their union. Masuo's
- brother Renichi lived as a bachelor uncle for years, doting on his

nephews and nieces. Only when his adopted parents, the F‘ujimbtos,
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died in Japan, did his wife Matsuyo join him in Hood River. Unlike
many Issei parents, Masuo and Shidzuyo were not threatened by the

Americanization of their. Niséi offspring: rather, they actively

encouraged lt The farriily heritage combined traditional Meiji values

sUch as: respect for éld‘ers, paternal authority in the family, regard
for one's pléce in 'and c‘:onvtri‘bu.tion tb the community over many
generations, the legacy of the family, the importance of honor and
reputation, the value of a good name, with a lively espousal of
American values of hard work to achieve success, opportunity for
éll, equality under the law, and the value and initiative of the
ihdividual. Masuo was convinced that his children would be given
exCeptionaI opportunities and would thrive as Americans, but would
maintain a special responsibility to the Japanese American commu-
nity. Masuo felt and exercised a strong responsibility to be a con-
nection between his native and adopted countries. He_sought to be a
help to his country people in Hood River and to be a go-between to
aid them in the establishment of their lives in America.

Min and his siblings grew up as children of a prominent mer-
chant, businessman, and public community figure who was the first
Japanese to be a member of the Fruit Growers Association, to be in
- the Rotary Club, to be visible and ‘vocal in the relatively urban set-

ting of "town." Masuo expected his children to be exemplary, to
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excel in education and citizenship. Three sons were born in rapid
su\ccession ,in 1913, 1915, and 1916: Kay, Ray Tsuyoshi, and Minoru.
Next born was a daughter, Yuki, who died in an influenza epidemic at
the age of five; a daughter, Michi, born in 1920; thrée more sons born
| closely together from 1922-24, Roku, Shu, and Homer; and in 1927,
the youngest, a daughter, Yuka. |

The first th'ree.children, Kay, Ray, and Min, were.close in age
and vastly different in temperament and talent. Kay was the first

born son, chonan, and was sensitive and expressive, a writer. He

was greatly gifted in talent and opportunity, and deeply troubled by
the intersection of expectation, bossibilfty,l pressure and racism in
his family gn_d Community;' Kay's death in February of 1931, the year
he would have graduated from high school, left two younger brothers
who suddenly inherited the mantle‘ of ekpe:c:tation the first born had
worn uneasily. Ray and Min were sixteen and fifteen at the time of
Kay's death, in their last years of high school, preparing to Ieavel
home in the next few years. |

The second son, Ray Tsuyoshi, was athletic and social. After
graduating from Hood River High School with an extra year added to
allow a more active athletic career, Chop (one of his nicknames)
~ started college at Oregon State University in Corvallis. He was

among those who were the first to integrate the dormitories there,
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but he was not enthusiastic about the classroom aspeéts of college
life. He was not intellectually inclined or gifted academically. Chop
was the only one of the Yasui Nisei siblings not to graduate from
college. He returned to the Valley to run the family orchard, which |
his sons still operate today.

Chop ended up being the family patriarch, orchardist and busi-
nessman of his generation. He held down the land and family enter-
prise in Hood River, and was the only one of the Yasui's to return to
the Hood River Valley after the war. Ray had many nicknames--
"Chess, Chessie" ( in childhood) and "Chop"--throughout his adult
life. He carried on the civic involvement of the Yasuis in the Hood
- River Valley, in’ his onn style,. operating in the Community with a
great love for the place he lived and a desire to establish broader
connections wuth the rest of the world. It was said at his funeral in
1989 that he had both deep roots and wide vision. Chop traveled
widely even in t'he Iaét years of his life when hé was in poor health.
He remained a key figure in the expansion of the fruit trade of the
Hood River Valiey to international markets up until the end of his
life, and he was instrumental in the establishment of a strong
sister city relationship between Hood Rivér and Tsuruta, Japan.

When Ray declined to carry on the academic ambitions Masuo

had for his children, the mantle fell on Minoru.‘ He seemed to have
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been greatly gifted academically from an early age. Min graduated
from Hood River High School at the age of sixteen, as salutatorian.

In his daughter Ho'lly Yasui's play "Unvanquished," she depicts the
young Min character as walking into the water reading his book, and

losing Robert's Rules of Order down the river.” It is not literally

accurate, but a.ccording to the siblings who saw Min's daughter's
play, it was consistent with the brother they kne\)v tb bé lost in
books, with an uncanny ability to focus on the written matter at
hand. Min went on to college at the University of Oregon in 1933.
Completing his undergraduate work in 1937, he entered law school,
graduating in 1939, and participated in ROTC, with a reserve
officer's commission.

Aft‘er’ college graduation, Phi Beta Ka‘ppé, Iayv school gradua-
tion, and bassing} the Oregon Bar Exam in Septerﬁber of 1939, Min
Yasui‘_s job prospects. were not bright. He wrote later that he was
astonished at h_ayihg worked so hard to be facing so little possibility
of gainful émployrhentQ He felt disqriented at not seeing job pros-

pects which would be satisfying intellectually and vocationally, or
pay well.2 Given all that he had poured into his education, and all

that his family had sacrificed, he felt a sense of futility and frus-

tration. He did practice law briefly in Portland, and then on his
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father's advice and recommendation took a job working for the
Japanese Consulate in Chicago as an attache'. This was a move
which had a profound affect on-his life which he could not have fore-

seen at the time. In March 1940, Min Yasui traveled to Chicago to

take a job he neither sought nor enjoyed. He remained employed

there until the attack on lf’earl Harbor, December 7, 1941. He
resigned the next morning, a-;nd mbved ihtb life "for the duration,"
joining the -rest‘Of the nétioﬁ in a r‘émérkabie chapter of U.S. and
world history which is still a central shaping“ drama of the twenti-
eth century. |

Judging by his early journals kept in Chicago, Min Yasui didn't
enjoy his work at the Japanese Consulate. His employment was
boring and tedious to him, invoiving reading and clipping newspa-

pers, cataloging, translating letters and other materials: _"am orga-

nizing Document Room tomorrow," he wrote on May 3, 1940.10 He

- wrote speeches about Japanese cultural arts, and griped about hav-

ing to submit to authority of those in the office who were throw-
ing their power around, including one "Murphey" to whom Yasui had
taken an intense dislike. He wrote in his journals about frequent

sleepless nights, sometimes from insomnia, sometimes from late

- night "carousing and drinking."
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Minoru Yasui frequently wrote about his frustration writing
and memorizing speeches, and berated himself about not being able
to be prodUctive in getting speeches and letters written: "Geez, up

until about 2:00 a.m. trying to whip out a presentable speech. Am in

a helluva mood! Can't get started,"11 and the next day, "Nyaa, nyaa!

Tried to write speech at office, but couldn't get organized."12 His
heart was not in his work. VHé kept irregular_ hours, had what he later
referred to as a "hyperactive social life,"13 and was involved in a

variety of Nikkei social circles in the Chicago area. He wrote in
detail in a small journal each day about who he had seen and talked
with, and wrote often of his frustration with himself: "What a hell
of a life I'm leading. Doing nothing constructive; haven't written

home in weeks, or to friends in Hood River. Book survey uncomplete
[sic] as yet. Got to do some work!"14  He was dissatisfied with his

own connection with work, and didn't feel that he was an effective
speaker in many settings: "Made damned poor showing in speech”, and
expressed his frustration with himself, all in capital letters, writ-

ing, "GEEZ, I'M A LAZY S.0.B. HAVEN'T DONE ANYTHING CONSTRUCTIVE
TODAY EITHER. WILL WRITE TO DAD TOMORROW."15

- Minoru Yasui's reasons for continuing in the work were
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connected with the reasons that he took it. First, there were no
other appealing options. Second, it did allow him to carry on his
father's driving legacy of making an attempt to contribute to good
relations between Japan and the United States. Min, as Masuo, was
suited to be a bridge between cultures. He had great bilingual and
cultural skills in a setting in which the two cultures/nations he
knew were seen as opposites, mutually exclusive. Min Yésui was
diécovering the limited options he had as a Nisei. He was a citizen,
but restrictions and prejudice were still very real, and wartime
stirred them up, so that he faced them more directly and vividly.
The war did draw out his energies as he had to make decisions about
how he would respond to the growing restrictions and imprisonment
imposed upon Américans of Japanese ancestry.
Chapter ,IVVII on "The War Years" will begin with an account of

Yasui's first héaring of the attack on 'Péarl Hérbbr; and progess
througl;n the choices he had td make in the ensuing wartime. What
options did Min Yasui have as a well educated bilingual Nisei with a
law degree and a reserve officer's commission, and as someone who
in good faith had been employed as an attache' with the Japanese
Consulate? The aftributes that made him a bridge made him béth

greatly gifted and immensely vulnerable. Even in trying to buy a’

~ train ticket to travel home to report for duty after Pearl Harbor, and
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certainly later in the legal options he chtempIatéd, he encountered
seriously limited options and roadblocks, and he had to decide how
‘to respond. As he negotiated the transition from peacetime to war-
time, as an American of Japanese ancestry, he experienced a shift of
gears wHich engaged him in a new and entirely unexpected way, yet
one which was consistent with forces which had shaped him from
early childhood. The consulate job clearly had not creatively en-
gaged his energies. Wartime life, turbulent and trying, would engage
his choices and skills in other ways. Minoru Yasui was not allowed
to fight for his nation on the military front, but he found another
‘task. He carved out his _owh options in a radically circumscribed
area. | |

Combining the energy and heritage of an Asian immigrant
family with ‘the fruits of educational opportunity énd nafural gifts,
Min Yasui tried to evaluate and exercise his options as best he could.
Making usé 6f unexpected turns of events in time of crisis, he con-
fronted the ‘fail‘tjre of democracy at the very incéption of policies of
restriction and internment of citizens solely on the basis of ances-
try. As Min Yasui reflected on his background and early life in a
1983 Japanese American Citizens League interview, these are the
parts of his heritage he emphasized as he talked about how he came

to have the chances and make the decisions he did:
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o The opportunity that drew his father to this country, and the

‘way Masuo shaped that opportunity by his choices

¢ His mother Shidzuyo's background and college education, her
culture in traditional Japanese arts and her wiIIingness to
take risks, as’wel‘l as. hér tireless support of the family

* The béauty and fertility of the land around Hood River, Masuo's
part_in developing |and ownership among the Japan_ese
Américan community, in contrast to tenant farmers in many
other. 'r;laces,-encouréging families, bufldihg a solid economic
foundation and interest as a way of being part of the soil, part

of América: to become American was "the doctrine he
preached"1 6

e The absurdity of restrictions placed on Issei in regard to
naturalization and land ownership, in spite of which they
persevered |

¢ The unstinting hard work, and stubbornness of the Issei gener-
ation, buying up logged-over areas, clearing stump land: they
refused to believe anything was impossible, tackled anything,
learning from their failures and their successes

e Masuo's desire to be a lawyer, desire that one of his sons

become a lawyer, Masuo's intense patriotism, belief in



34

democracy, power of law

Those are the self-identified key influences of Min Yasui's
family and background. They contain inhe_r_ent contradiétions. Min
inherited an intense‘ and unintegrated legacy. What he was taught to
be and accomplish did not fit the options he found open. Taught to be
active, verbal, initiating, and enterprising, to value and defend his
citizenship, he was ill prepared to accept the limitations and
discriminations the war years brought to Jépanese- Americans.
Taught, even pressured to use his talents and develop them to the
'fullest, Min did not find an easy family or nationa.l context in which
to use his skills and find his voice. |

Kay, the eldest son; had killed himself in his senior year in
high school. 7 The second son, Chop, was putting down roots in Hood

River, focusing on the land and family. Min was the first Yasui Nisei
to exercise the assumed privileges of higher educ"ation, in addition
to his vaunted United States citizenship. The dissonance he was to
encounter between the values he was taught and the discrimination
he experienced presented him with a disturbing and compelling set
of obtions ét the outbreak of World War ll. Chapter lil, "The War |
Years", will explore the dynamics of the choices he faced when the

- attack on Pearl Harbor brought war. The internal heritage of racism,
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along with wartime hysteria, brought discriminatory measures into

the lives of Americans who "looked like the enemy."18
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CHAPTER il

THE WAR YEARS: 1941-1945

The bombing of Pearl Hérbor on December 7, 194‘1 abruptly
changed everything in Min Yasui's life. He had been outv late the night
before, as was not unusual for him. He was asleep on the couch, in
his Chicago apartment, wheri. he received a phone: gall from his friend
Suma Tsuboi, who told him about the bombing, to his initial incredu-
lity. She wrote, in 1986:

Speaking of pain remember that day - Pearl Harbor - |
called you - there was complete disbelief on your part
(that's all right - the Chicago FBI didn't even know until |
called them) - Pain, the cold hard bloodless kind - how

- we both pained. two county bumpkins feeling that

horrible, horrible stomach wrenching pain. !

She wrote inj-‘thé same letter ;bout some of Yasui's earlier ambition
back in his high school days, when they knew each other as young
people "- and your dreah then - ironic, isn't it? - you wanted to be
an FBI agen‘t!' ~ Who éver heard .c‘in"a Japahesé-American being an FBI
agent! Indeed!"2

At the time of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Min Yasui's

military commission and his loyalty to his country immediately
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directed his course of action-—-he resigned his job at the Japanese
Consulate, intending to buy a return-train ticket to Oregon and
report: for active duty in the United States Army. Trying to buy a
train ticket in Chicago , he got a taste of what the wartime could be
like for Japanese Americans, and the sort of action which he would
be taking "for the duration" to affirm his citizenship. Although Yasui
showed travel orders from the U.S. Army to the ticket agent , the'
agent would not issue a ticket to him. Yasui made an appointment

with an attorney for Union Pacific Railroad to prove his rights to buy

a ticket in order to report for active duty with the United States
Army: "l had to point to the Fourteenth Amendment to the
Constitution of the United States to persuade that lawyer that | was

a citizen of the United States, on the basis of my birth certificate

alone."3 When he reported for active duty, he was told that he could

not expect any American soldier to obey his co}mmands.4 He repeat-

edly attempted to enter active military servicé, latéall' 'in his files
cataloging ,ﬁv‘ﬁe different occasions on which he made .the effort, but
he was refused, on the basié of his racé and later on the basis of his
_criminal conviction ffc")r'" c;Jrfew violation.> Létér, in applying for
m‘embership in the Colorado State Bar, Yasui again had to confront

his criminal record for the curfew violation when he was denied a
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license and had to appeal the denial to the Colorado Supreme Court in
order to practice law in the State of Colorado.®

When Masuo was arrested, alOng with other Issei in a general
round up of community leaders soon after Pearl Harbor, and taken to
Missoula, Montana, Min was horrified to see the kind of evidence that
was being used to imprison them, many of whom were arrested
before there was any 'policy of mass evacuation for all Americans of

Japanese ancestry. Min asked permission as a lawyer and Masuo's
son to attend his father's hearing.7 In the process of the interro-

gation, Masuo was shown some childlike drawings of the Panamé
Canal, found in his home, which were done by the children for their
schoolwork. The questioners charged he had the maps and diagrams
in order to direct the blowing up of the canal locks, and had intent to
damage the Panama Canal. When Masuo denied any such intent, the
officer said, "Prove that you didn't intend to blow up the Panama
~Canal!™ Min's response to the line of quéstioning was characteris-
tlcally dlrect "lt seemed to me then, and it seems to me now, to be

the helght of absurduty"| It was on th|s kind of evndenc:e that my

father --and thousands of others were confined to internment
camps.“8 ,

Min Yasui expressed disbelie‘fl and frustration as individual
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trials and public policy were moving in the direction of placing
increasingly rigid restrictions on Amefic;ans of Japanese ancestry.
It particularly troubled him that there was no distinction made
between citizens and non-citizens. He was living on two tracks.
First, he was trying to figure out the political andl legal options in
considering his knowledge of the constitution and the right, and,
indeed the need, to register a formal protest or test case. At the
same time he was iiving with the daily dislocations of a community
facing not only uncertainty about the future but business and prop-

erty challenges and accompanying need for procedural legal assis-
tance.9 There were application forms and reports in connections

with his father's and uncl.e's businesses, and the legal affaifs of
other'Oregon Japanese American families, including the wives of the
internees. Returning to Portland .after the hearings in Missoula, he
fouhd himself swamped with work. As the only Japanese American

~ lawyer in the state of Oregon, and the only Oregon IaWyer who could
speak Japanese, he reopened a law office in the Foster Hotel on NW
Third Avenug in‘Portland. He practiced law from ‘Feb»rua_ry to the end
of'ApﬁI 1 942: "My law précti‘ce w‘as‘ a blur of .tryin‘g té do too much
in too?sh;c');t a time."10 _'Yasui wrestled with groy&jng restrictions,

what might happen to Japanese Americans, and what should be done
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to stop, or at least register, protest to discrimihatory laws. He
began to .write great volumes of letters, trying to gather together
like-minded individuals to consider'.a legal chaﬂenge, and found that
he did not have support from the Japanese American Citizens League
(JACL) in bringing such a challenge.

Throughout his life, Min Yasui had a mixed relationship with
this organization, having much in common with its essential goals
and also key disagreements on tactics. The ideals of thé group
matchéd his_ ,ovvn: but his senée, of the 'neceSSity of Iegal 'pi’otest
within the syétem when citizens' rights were abridged 'carﬁe into
conflict with fhe national Ieadership'é view of necessary' compro-

mise.11 Later, in the postwar years when Yasui worked hard for the

immediate community and legislative goals of the JACL, there was
communication difficulty and heated discussion of expenses and
retainers. In spite of sometimes saying he could no longer continue

doing JACL work for reasons of finance or frustration or both, Yasui
seemed to keep at it.12 He served as the regibnal representative
for the Tri-State Japanese American Citizens League District,
including Colorado, Wyoming, and Nebraska, frpm 1944-1952.

Min Yasui had been a charter member of the JACL in the Mid-

Columbia JACL in 1931, and at age seventeen, president in 1933.
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The JACL had been founded by Nisei who wanted to promote their
rights as American citizens, and encourage American values and
mainstream assimilation of Japanese Americans. The requirements
for membership included American citizenship. It was a relatively
smalll but influential organization with “a national office and

regional representatives to coordinate activities of local chapters.

The general view of the leadership was that cooperation with the
government was the only patriotic line of action during the war.13

Min Yasui affirmed participation in such activities as would be
desired and required of all American citizens in wartime, but he
could not agree that loyalty meant surrendering the rights of an
American citizen. N

As 1942 wore on, Min Yasui became increasingly convinced
that bringing a test case was an important patriotic duty, and that if
he cohld not find the support of an organization or another individual
to be the subject of the case, he would have to do it himself. He
came to believe that the record of an immediate constitutional test
was a necessnty, both for an |mmed|ate possnblllty of reconsidera-
tion of dlscnmmatory actions, and. for point of Iater reentry in liti-
gatmg and reconsuderlng such actlons

Yasuu was‘a man given to workmg within the system. He
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believed that the national organization of the JACL should voice a
direct challenge to any restrictions which treated citizens differ-
ently on the basis of ancestry. He was very specific in desiring to
challenge the denial of rights of citizens, and appealed to his legal
background and the historic emphasis of JACL on "Better Americans
‘in a Greater America." The national officers of the JACL did not
agree with him, and Min realized that any action he took would be his
own. Yasui sought cdun_sel from many sources: he talked to Federal
Bureau of. Investigétion (FBI) agents in Portland about what was
happening and what might happen, and what could be done to stop it.
(Thesé conversations were discussed by Yasui, and the agents
involved, in testimony in June 1942 hearings of his case, and will be
discussed in détéil_later in this ch'abtei'.) 'The' first time Yasui went
to talk with FB_I Agent Vincent Quinrj in Portland, on January 12,
1942, it was fo éeé whét‘hér'Yasui could assist his father in any
way.14‘ |

In the same month as Min's father Masuo Yasui's hearings in
Missoula, onv February 19, 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt
issued Executive Order #9066, which gave the military the right to
remove "any and all persons" from areas 'of fhe West Coast. This

executive order effectively gave to the military decision-making
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power over civilians, with no distinction on the basis of citizenship.
On March 21, 1942, Congress passed Public Law 503, providing crim-
inal sanctions for violation of Executive Order 9066. On March 24,
1942, General John DeWitt issued Public Proclamation No. 3 which
imposed an 8 p.m. to 6 a.m. curfew on all persons of Japanese ances-
try. It took effect on March 27, 1942, and on March 28, 1942, Min
Yasui intentionally violated the curfew.

It was not a decision made lightly . Min Yasui often said later
that he knew he was not the most suitable candidate to make the
challenge due . to his employment by the Jabahese Consulate, so he
tried to find sorﬁeone else to make the test case. Finding no one, he
walked the streets of downtown Portland, along-Third Avenue, near
Burnside. He walked those streets until about 11:00 that night. Joe

Komoto, who ran a drugstore in the area, remembers Yasui stopping
to buy cigarettes and writing paper.15 He always smoked and wrote

a lot. Min Yasui asked his legal office assistant to notify the local
Portland police of his actions and intenltions to bring a test case to
the curfew. It was the first restrictive order and had to be tested
immediately, Yasui believed, to provide either a timely challenge or
a later point of reentry to the issue. |

It would later prove to be a key legal dynamic of Yasui's case
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| that all he actually challenged was the curfew, not the internmént
itself. The orders for "evacuation" and internment had not yet been
issued, and so the case brought when Yasui walked.the streets could
not have challenged those later actions. Yasui felt keenly as a law-
yer and a citizen that the first crossing of the boundary of what he
considered constitutional protections had to be resisted, and that it
had to be done within the system. He was, after all, both intensely
patriotic and legally trained. He believed in the system, and thought
that the best means of "stopping this thing" was to get a timely rul-
ing by the United States Supreme Court that would uphold the con-
stitutional principles of protecting all citizens equally. "The prin-
ciple," he said, "was whether the“.military could single out a specific

group of U.S. citizens on the basis of ancestry and require them to do
something not required of other U.S. citizens."16  The immediate

challenge that night was to get someone to'arr.est. him.. Yasui
stopped a Portland police officer, and showed him a copy of the mil-
itary proclamatibn and a copy of his own birth certificate, asking
the officer to arrest him. Told to "run aldng hqme, Sonny Boy, or
ydu'll get in‘ trouble,""Min, finally; preséhted himself to the authori-
ties onvvtheir own turf and insisted on being arrested: "I had to go

down to the Second Avenue Police Station and argue myself into




47

Jail."17

After the test case began, JACL National Secretary and Field
Executive Mike Masaoka did disavow Yasui's actions in the case,
issuing a bulletin in which Masaoka said that "National Headquarters

is unalterably opposed to test cases to determine the constitu-
tionality of military regulations at this time."18 Clearly, Yasui had

hade a break with the opinions and recommendations qf the national
JACL, which argued that cooperation with the military in the
wartime emergency was essential to demonstrating American
loyalty in 6rder to ensure favorable public opinion of'Japanese
Americans.19

~ Min Yasui did write a paragraph-by-paragraph rejoindér to
Masaoka's arguments stating why he brought the case, answering
each statement point-by-point. Yasui agreed with the importance of
both American loyalty and consideration of public opinion, but he
believed th_at it undermined the value of one's citizenship to agree
to be tréated as less than a citizen without protest. Yasui insisted
that becauée of the great importance of one's citizenéhip, there had
to be a pomt of noncooperation when the fundamental rlghts of citi-
zens were unconstitutionally denied: "We must contribute more to

our nation than any other American citizens, but even so there is a
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limit beyond which an American citizen will not go" (underlining
added).zo Yasui believed that the status of citizenship had to be

defended, even while, as he stated then and later, the duties of a
citizen that pertained to other citizens had to be rigoro'usly exer-
cised: Yasui said that "it has always been the paramount motive to
make it a matter of record that an American citizen has thought
enough of his citizenship to take every legal step to preserve that

status" (underlining added).z'I

In face of opposition from many angles, Min Yasui became con-
vinced that to vdemonstrate loyalty and regard for his American
citizenship he would have to take the risk of an immediate Iegall
challenge to the curtailment of rights of U.S. citizens. Yasui was
convinced that later legal action would have no effect: "As for the
advice that legal actions be left untnl after the war, it is believed

that such action would be of no purpose. After the damage is done,
then it is too late to insist upon our rights.“22

From his angle of vision, and in his range of options, Yasui
chose what he thought was the most appropriate and immediate
action by bnngmg the test case. The process of the case made him
even more commltted to a stand both for a narrow defmltlon of

resistance wlthln the legal process, and for patriotic loyalty and
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military service. The eNsuing legal issues and political pressures
surrounding the case were complicated. The legal history of this
wartime case and its later reopening has been chronicled in detail by

Peter Irons, the lawyer who found the evidence and point of reentry
to try the cases in the 1980s.23

The focus of the following section is not to detail each part of
the legal process, but to highlight the interrogations made of Min
Yasui in his court hearing in June of 1942, and the_situation in which

he found himself during the case and at the time of the statement he

made when he was sentenced in November 1942. Yasui was in a

vulnerable situation made more so by the line of testimony and
interrogation he encountered, and by the surprising decisidn of the
court in this case. This is particularly significant in consideration
of the rhetoric Yasui employed and the intensity of his patriotic
sentiments. © S | |

\_In_the United States Supreme Court Record of the Yasui case is
a transbript and testimoﬁy bf the proceedings~ of June 12, 1942.24
In the frahsbribts 6f_ the trial is testimony.from two Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) agents with whom Yasui spoke. The two
agenté described three conversations with Yasui in January, March,

and April 1942. FBI Agent Vincent M. Quinn testified about
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conversations in January and April 1942 with. Min Yasui.29 The

firet conversation was when Yasui first returned to Portland to
communicate with Quinn about his whereabouts, and ask if there was
anything that could be done to help his father. The secorrd con-
versation took place in a visit to Yasui in jail after his curfew
violation.

FBI Agent Ray Mize reported on a conversation, on March 30,
1942, just after the curfew violation.26 Some elements of these

conversations were highly theoretieal, along the lines of "What
would you do if you were General DeWitt?", "How would you act to
absolutely prevent any sabotage'?" and "How might you regret what
you have done?" FBI Agent Mlze had reported that Yasur at‘ my

request, caIIed‘ at the ofﬁce for the purpose of b\emg guestioned as
to violation of the curfew regulation."27 As repdrted by Mrze, Yasui
said that, in DeWit.t's hosition, he:,would also.intern .aII Japanese
aliens and Japanese citizens.28 The transcript contains this

description from Yasui of the conversation:

Ray Mize posed the question that if | were the
Commander in Chief of the Western Defense Area,
knowing that an imminent invasion was possible, how
would | be absolutely sure that the security of this
country would not be in danger. Well, the only logical
answer would be to intern the Japanese. However, |
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asked the academic question, if Mize himself was God
almighty how would he prevent wars, to be absolutely
sure to prevent wars. Mize answered that he would
destroy the people. Of course, that is the extreme view,

but we did converse along those lines.29

Further questioning established that at the time of this discussion

no American citizens had been affected by any orders, and "It was a
hypothetical discussion at the time."30 The conversation, as

reported, indicates use of speculatibn to implicate, unfairly, out of
context. It is in the nature of speculative conversations that _they
are highly susceptible to misinterpretation if taken out of context.
Agent Mize élso reported, somewhat out of context, that Yasui
regretted what he did. This came back to Yasui later, as did other
assertions, also somewhat out of context. Mize's version was, "
asked him if he felt that durihg these particular times his actiOn»
would reflect very favorably on the Japanese colony, and Mr. Yasui
stated that when thinking it over he did not think that it would be a

very good reﬂection and that he in a certain sense was sorry that he
" had taken the action that he had."31 When later addressed with, "I
believe Mr. Mize also said that you were sorry that you had téken the
action fghat you had"‘, Yasui replied, "The question was whether |
believed nany” repércuﬂss.iions‘would' happen from my testing'the

constitutionality of the curfew act, and | believed that possibly
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there would be repercussions that would be harmful to the Japanese

colony.“32

There was repeated questioning about Min Yasui's visit to
Japan with his family in 1925 , about how he secured his position as
attache' with the Japanese Consulate, what he did thére, and that he

was required to register as an agent of a foreign gbvernment (as
were all consulate employees).33 The line of questioning from

Judge Alger Fee to Min Yasui indicates the basis of interrogation on
which Judge Fee decided something he had not been asked to decide;
that ié, whether Min Yasui was, in fact, a citizen. This was indeed a
strange turn of events: neither side in the case had any indication in
their briefs that there was a question as to the defendant's citizen-
ship. The government waé asking for cdnviction'of an American
citizen of Japanese ancestry on the curfew charge. Yasui was asking
that the curfew be ruled void for citizens. No one seemed to expect
the judge would find key to the case whether Yasui was an American |
citizen. As Yasui had demonstrated wheh he presented his birth
certificate aﬁd the Fourteenth Amen-dment 6f the Unit__ed States
Constitution to the legal office of the Union Pacific Railroad in
Chicégd, he was s’imbly and clearly a vc'itizen'by birth. Judge Alger

Fee, the presiding circuit court judge, ruled on the case since Yasui
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waived the right to a jury trial. Although Judge Fee said that he had
not come into the trial with this set of assumptions, he came to
believe that the defendant, though right in principle, had mentally
elected to be a citizen of Japan rather than of the United States.

In the decisioh he rendered, the key point for Judge Fee, as for |
Min Yasui, was whether it was valid for these restriction orders to
be issued by the mi'litary pertaining to some citizens and not others. -
Fee concluded that thé orders wduld only be valid as imposed on
aliens, because of wartime necessity, and would be void as pertain-
ing to citizens:

When their country is at war with the United States,
Congress or the President may intern, take into custody,
restrain and control all enemy aliens within the
territorial limits of the United States, and neither are
restrained by any constitutional guarantees from such
action. While the orders of General De Witt, therefore
were void as respects citizens, unquestionably from the
history of the proclamations, Congress would be well on
notice that the General might intend to establish regula-
tions relating to enemy aliens within the areas
designated by the previous proclamations.. The
regulations, which make these acts crimes, by adoption

thereof by act of Congress are thus valid with respect to
aliens. The only question now for the court to determine
is_as_to whether Yasui, the defendant, is a citizen or an

enemy alien (underlining added).34

And on what basis was this determination made? Judge Fee had

taken the opportunity to make his own interrogation of Yasui. At the
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Coram Nobis Symposium in Denver In February of 1987, after Min

Yasui's death, Peter Irons and others on the coram nobis legal tearh
discovered this bit of interrogation, and presented it onstage with
great dramatic effect. Peter Irons recommends this piece as singu-
“larly revealing of the level of thought which informed the outcome

of the case (from the questioning of Yasui by Judge Fee in the June
12 hearing):35

The Court: What is Shinto?
A: Shinto? As | understand, Shinto is the national
religion of Japan.
The Court: Do you give adherence to its precepts?
A: My father and mother were Methodists in Japan, and |
myself have been a Methodist in this country and | don't
know the precepts of the Shinto religion.
The Court: Was not Shinto practiced in your household?
A: It was not, no, sir.
The Court: That includes some of the phases of ancestor
worship, does it not? You know enough about it to know
that.
A: Yes, if | understand it, that is so. _
The Court: Does the Emperor of Japan have a religious
capacity?
A: Well, I am not really versed enough to state deﬁmtely,
~but | understand that he has, yes.
The Court: And do you give adherence to that belief?
A:'l do not. To me he is a human being.
The Court: And you do not accept divine pretensions on
the part of the Emperor of Japan?
- A:"No, sir, | do not.
" The Court: Nor the belief of the Japanese people to that
effect?
A: No, sir, | do not.
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The Court: Were offerings ever made in the graveyard or
before the grave of any of the people of your family?

A: Offerings? Floral offerings, yes, on Memorial Day and
Sundays. | | .

The Court: Were there not food offerings placed?

A: There were no food offerings placed. Both my father

and mother are good, devout Methodists. They are really

Christians.36
Previous to this line of questioning, Judge Fee had asked Yasui a
series of questions about a Japanese diplomat' who had attended
school at the University of Oregon. Following the Shinto questions,

Judge Fee asked about Yasui's responsibility as a soldier to obey all
commands.37

In the course of the trial, Judge Fee decided that Min Yasui was
right in principle. The military curfew could not be imposed on citi-

zens, only on "enemy aliens." However, the key factor in the case
was thaﬂt'the‘court could determine by an individual‘é "mental act”
what elec‘:tidv"n,o‘f citizensHip a person ‘made.38 ‘ Citjng Yasui's
vacation trip to Japan with his fajmitly, at the age of nine, and his

employment at the Japanese Consuléte,

the court thus concludes from these evidences that
defendant made an election and chose allegiance to the
Emperor of Japan, rather than citizenship in the United
States at his majority. . . . Since Congress provided for
the punishment of persons violating the proclamations of
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the commanding officers, and since Yasui is_an_alien who
committed a violation of this act, which included by
reference the regulations of the commander referring to

aliens, the court finds him guilty (underlining added).39

This must have been a great surprise to everyone. It was an outcome
for which neither legal team was prepared. Both sides appealed, and
Judge Fee was overruled on both points. The Supreme Court ruled
that the curfew would be valid as pertains to citizens, and that
Yasui was indeed an American citizen, and so he was guilty for
different reasons than the district court indicated. By the Supreme
Court ruling, he was a citizen testing a law which could pertain to
citizens only of certain ancestry, rather than, as Judge Fee decided,
" an alien thinking he was a citizen of the United States testing a law
that would not pertain to him if, in fact, he were a citizen of 'the
United States. The whole series of trials and imprisonments must
have been disoriénting and unreal for Yasui, the unreality further
emphasized by the unexpected nature of the judge's fuling which
affirmed his principles and denied his citizenship.

Min Yasui's daughter Holly wrote a play about her father's
case.20 The play, "Unvanquished," is set entirely in Min Yasui's

prison cell, during his nine-month confinement in solitary for the

curfew violation in the Multnomah County Jail. The scenes take
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place in dialogué with other prisoners offstage, memory flashbacks,
dreams, visits by lawyers, all in a skewed reality which reflects
what Yasui's experience wouldtyhave been. Min Yasui had been impris-
oned in many different facilities by the end of the war. When he |
assembled his biographical data in 1983, he recorded the exact dates
of his incarceration in the North Portland Assembly Center, the
Minidoka Relocation Camp, and the Multnomah County Jail. Later; in
1985, writing to Roger Shimomura, a Sansei artist who illustrated

- his Issei gréri.fimother's diary with ukiyoe ("floating world") paint-
ings in a traditional Japanese painting style, Yasui commented on
the unreality of those yeé'rs of impriéonment’:

Having been a resident at the Minidoka WRA camp in Idaho
myself--for a period of from Sept.-Nov. 1942, and again
from Aug. 1943 until June 1944--and being an older
Nisei, now pushing 70--your painting evokes deeply felt
emotions. . . . Your use of the "ukiyo-e"technique is
singularly most appropriate for people like 'me--for
memories are indeed of a 'floating world' . . . it didn't

happen--but it did . . . it isn't real--but it is.41
In 1942, from the March 28 arrest to the June 12 hgaring to
the November 12 sentencing, Min Yasui had been in and out of several
confines. He had been in an assembly center in Portland, and in a
relocation camp at Minidoka, Idaho, from which he was taken to his

sentencin‘g. He was, in fact, escorted to the éssembly center under
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armed guard, following military police along the Columbia River
from Hood River to Portland. This happened since he told them that

he would not willingly report to assembly center, but would not
physically resist being taken.42 After his time in the Portland

Assembly Center, and some months at Minidoka, Yasui was brought
back under arméd guard by military police from Minidoka Relocation
Camp, near Jerome, Idaho, to hear his sentencing. In his cell at
Multnomah County Jail, Yasui wrote his speech in jail the day before
he was sentenced.

He was in a remarkably difficult position trying to respond to
both aspects of Judge Fee'sldecision. This extraordinarily precari-
ous balance contributed to the tendency of his rhetoric then, and
later, to equate citizenship with loyalty, demonstrated by willing-
ness and eagerness to participate in military service. He certainly
had been patriotic and in support of the military before, but it seems
that the tone of the rhetoric and the insistence on equating loyalty
~and military service increased with the intensity of his trial and
sentencing. In an odd way, under intense scrutiny, being stripped of
his citizenship, at Ieasf by district court ruling, Yasui' became more
patriotic, and perhaps more narrow in His definition of what patrio-

tism was and how it was demonstrated. He was so dramatically on
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the defense in such unexpected ways, given the strange nature of
Fee's decision, it was not surprising that his speech and general
pattern of thought took on an even stronger patriotic and military
mode. Min Yasui could not but applaud the constitutional findings,
since they were just as he had hoped. But he had to balance his
affirmation of the court's decision on principle with a clear defense
of his own citizenship, and on that basis he had to appeal the
decision. The entire text of his speech follows:

YOUR HONOR:

If the court pleases, | should like to say a few
words. There is no intent to plead for leniency for
myself or to request a mitigation of the punishment that
is about to be inflicted upon me. '

Despite the circumstances, | am compelled to pay
tribute and give my unreserved respect to this honorable
court for its clear-cut and courageous reaffirmation of
the inviolability of the fundamental civil rights and-
liberties of an American citizen.

As an American citizen, it was for a clarification
and the preservation of those rights that | undertook this
case, confident that the American judiciary would
zealously defend those rights, war or no war, in order to
preserve the fundamental democratic doctrines of our
nation and to perpetuate the eternal truths of America.

My confidence has been justified and | feel the
- greatest of satisfaction and a patriotic uplift in the
decision of this honorable court, for it is full of
significance for every American, be he humble or mighty.
| say that | am glad, regardless of the personal
consequences to me, because | believe in the future and
. in the ultimate destiny of America. Ever since | was a
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child, | have been inculcated in the basic concepts and
the traditions of those great patriots who founded our
nation.

| have lived, believed, worked and aspired as as an
American. With due respect to this honorable court, in
all good conscience, | can say that | have never, and will
never, voluntarily relinquish my American citizenship.
The decision of this honorable court to the contrary
notwithstanding, | am confident that | can establish in
law and in fact that | am an American citizen, who is not
only proud of that fact, but who is willing to defend that
right. .
When | attained majority, | swore allegiance to the
United States of America, renouncing any and all other
allegiances that | may have unknowingly owed. That
solemn obligation to my native land has motivated me
during the past 12 months upon 3 separate and distinct
occasions to volunteer for active service in the United
States Army, wheresoever it may be fighting to preserve
the American way of life.

For, | would a thousand times prefer to die on a
battle front as an American soldier in defense of
freedom and democracy, for the principles which |
believe, rather than to live in relative comfort as an
interned alien Jap.

The treacherous attack on Pearl Harbor, the
bombing of Manila, the aggressor policies of the war
lords of Japan are just as reprehensible to me as to any
American citizen.

, If America were invaded today, I, and 70,000 other
" loyal American citizens of Japanese ancestry would be
willing, or eager, to lay down our lives, down in the
.streets, down in the gutters, to defend our homes, our
country and our liberties!

Be that as it may; | reiterate, regardless of the
personal consequences, even tho [sic] it entail the
sacrifice of my American citizenship which | regard as
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sacred and more dear than life itself, | pay homage and
salute this honorable court and my country, the United
States of America for the gallant stand that has been
taken for the preservation of the fundamental principles
of democracy and freedom!

----MIN YASUI43

Min Yasui was adamant about two aspects of resistance to an
unconstitutional act--that it was the absolute responsibility of a
citizen: to register protest fo abuses of citizens, and that they had
to be registered within the system, to laws which needed to be
tested. Within those limits, Yasui believed that apprbpriate resis-
tance was the obligation of a citizen, to attempt to correct mis-
takes that demean us all. | |

From the concept of political philosophy, if a citizen
believes that the sovereign state is committing an
illegal act, it is incumbent upon that citizen to take
whatever measures to rectify such error--or so, at least,
| believed. More than that, it seemed to me then and now
that if the government unlawfully curtails the rights of
any person, the damage is done not only to that individ-
ual person but to the whole social structure. If we
believe in America, if we believe in equal democracy, if
we believe in law and justice--then, each of us, when we
see or believe such errors are being made, have an obli-

gation to make every effort to correct such mistakes.44

The speech expresses many of the key themes that motivated Yasui's
test case, and that continued to inform his thinking and action.

First of all, constitutionality and the judicial process which protect
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constitutional rights are given an exalted role, highly valorized.
Yasui begins and endé his speech affirming the ultimate vindication
which court process will providéL 'He proclaimed in stirring tones
his "unreserved respect” for "this honorable couvrt for its clear-cut
and courageous reaffirmation [sié] of the inviolability of the
fundamental civil rights and liberties of an American citizen"--

ironically, in a situation where not only had those rights been
violated, but his very citizenship had been denied by that court.43

Yasui claims United States citizenship as’ a keystone of his
motivation, values, and identity. The focus of his staterhent and his
case is to claim the rights and exercisé the responsibilities of
United States citizenship. In affirming his patriotism, and lifting up
support of his country in wartime, he claims the like support of all
his fellow Jap'anes;»e ;t\mericans in a climactic affirmation of their'
vigorous loyalty and eagerness to defend their country. The speéch
can be said to accépt the bremise that citizenship can be proved, or
disproved, by actions and loyalty. He supports h-is loyalty by refer-

ring to his actions and affirmation of the larger principles, "regard-
less of the personal consequences.""*6 ‘He affirms his claim to

citizenship by saying that his own actions and beliefs in American

values prove his citizenship. It thus becomes not a simple right of
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birth, but something-to be demonstrated Of course, Yasui is in a
terrible posntlon to be insisting on the value of his citizenship when
the immediate decision of the court has just formally taken that
away. What an ironic and bitter moment. American citizenship is
something "which | regard as sacred and more dear than life itself":
the court has upheld the "eternal truths of America", and denied
what he regards as most dear. This puts Yasui in the positioh of
having to prove "I can establish in law and in fact that | am an

American citizen, who is not only proud of that fact, but who is
willing to defend that right."47 In conclusion, Yasui resets the

tension of the context, and expresses his willingness to lay down his

life and more. He salutes the court's gallant stand, "even tho [sic] it
“entail the sacrifice of my American citizenship."48 He recognizes

this sacrifice, at least in a‘ subjunctive or conditional mode, as
worthy of a citizen who values American principles above all else.
In the "floating world" in which he is in the midst, he proclaims how
‘much he values what the judge says he no Iohger has, and then ends
claiming a constitutional victory of justice.

Yasui was committed to work within the system and make the
system work The guarantees of the constitution and the responsi-

bility of citizens to make the constitution work were his foundation.
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On that basis he initiated in the forties, and later persisted in pur-
suing, a recognition of the wrong, breaking of the precedent, and
reclaiming equality under the law. The rhetoric of this pre-sentenc-
ing speech prefigures his later claims ‘in judicial and legislative
strategizing. There are powerful parallels to the case which he and
others built for Redress: seeds of later arguments are vividly
present in this 1942 discourse. Interestingly, this seems to be thle
only speech that Yasui ever wrote down. Going through his files, it
turns up frequently. He often encloséd the speech along with
Redress letters in the 1970s and 1980s: whenever there was a file
with material from the 19405, it was likely to include af least one
copy of this sbeech. " He Was a lively and frequent speaker, but in no
other cases do his extensive files yield a verbatim speech. Ironical-
ly, the only other extended discourse he wrote about t‘he war years

was the "Oral History" which appeared in John Tateishi's edited

work, Justice For All, which Yasui wrote and 'géve to Tateishi to
publish in the compendium.49

- There are several typed 'versions of the speech. It is intriguing
to think of Yasui pounding it out over and over again, and putting it

through his beloved and overheated copier and sticking it in yet

" another file, yet another letter, yet another Redress proposal or
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lobbying effort. At the bottom of some of the copies of the speech,
_he wrote this legal p.s. describing Judge Fee's finding in this case,
and the later overturning of Fee's decision in substance and on the
citizenship ruling:

Judge James Alger Fee, U.S. District Judge, held that the
military orders of General John DeWitt, as applied
against U.S. citizens, in the absence of martial law, were
unenforceable and unconstitutional; however, Judge Fee
further ruled that Min Yasui had relinquished his U.S.
citizenship by virtue of his actions prior to 1942. The
case was appealed to the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals,
which certified the case to the U.S. Supreme Court for
decision. The U.S. Supreme Court overruled Judge James
Alger Fee on June 21, 1943, and remanded the instant
case to strike findings as to loss of Yasui's US
citizenship and to reimpose sentence in conformity with
their ruling in the Hirabayashi case,which found the
military orders to be valid, enforceable, constitutional

exercise of war powers of the United States.20
This 1942 speech played a key role in "Unvanquished"”, Holly
Yasui's play about Min Yasui.®1 She had great difficulty with the

dramatic issue of rnaking the Min character appear human and natu-
ral in speech when much of the rhetoric seemed so dense and highly
"pnncrpled" as to make the character in danger of seemmg wooden
and unreal Each of the actors who played the Min role in vanous
productlons of the play struggled with this aspect of the character.

Because it w__as a "olay ln process," several of'the productions were
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followed by atjdielr‘\ce diéédséion in which the issue of Min's charac-
ter was discussed, among other things. After one of these occa-

sions, a ﬁiece of Min Yasui's who was pfesent laughingly said, ';Gosh,
Holly, people want you to make him more human and not talk like he's

on some big rhetorical roll all the time: the reality was, he was
more rhetorical than that: He DID talk like that!">2

By Holly Yasui's description, there were times, as she was
growing up, that her father would go from a normal conversational
tone into e*alted rhetorical mode, sometimes in the middle of a
dinnertirhe conversation, and would hold forth at great length, with-
out pauses for»dialogue. She found it interestihg that he never was a
courtroom lawyer, and argued his cases in the public forum, or
around the dinner table, rather than in formal court-session
advocacy.93

Min Yasui often vented his feelings and thought things out
through writing. In all of his correspondence, pounded out on type-
writers, which he literally wore out, he developed idiosyncratic
habits of spacing and punctuation. He seemed to think in phrases,
thought bursts with frequent aphorisms and slang, especially in
correspondence. Later, as his daughter Holly became expert in

computers, she tried to get him interested in becoming computer
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Iiferate and writing via word processing, but he was never inter-
ested in making the transition. He said that he was too attached to
the immediacy of seeing words on the page as he pounded them out,
and the computer process seemed removed from that percussive
effect and immediate contact.

How Min Yasui loved his IBM typewriter, and its various fonts
available on different balls. He was adept at odd margin settings in
correspondence, and at pulling the typewriter balls on and off to
change to italics and back to regular print, sometimes several times
within a document or letter. Also; all his life, he loved to send out
itineraries of where he Was going, ihcluding a copy in great detail
with each letter he sent, Which often mounted up to dozens in a day.
He wrote for a number of periddicals, contributing columns, articles,
and writing frequent letters to the editor. Yasui and his wife True
published Nikkei newsletters in the Denver area fo.r years, doing all
the printing and assembling at home.

Though Yasui never seemed to have wrjttén poetry after the
.war, or at Ieaét, if he did, he didn't save or file it, he did write a
good deal of poetry during the time he was in jail and in Minidoka.
He was fond of quoting boefry in his speeches, and could recite a
- good deal from rﬁemory which was familiar to his audiences,

especially "Invictus" ("I am the master of my fate/ | am the captain
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of my soul") and Frost S "Stopplng by Woods on a Snowy Evening",
("But | have promlses to keep/ And mlles to go before | sleep"), with
which he often ended hlS Redress speeches 54 Following are three

samples of his poetry, written in jail, from 1942-43: (1) "Yasui In
Jail", Multnomah County Jail, December 1942; (2) "Christmas At
Minidoka", written in Multnomah County Jail, December 1942; and (3)
"Meditation on a Pair of Torn Pants", from Multnomah County Jail,
January 2, 1943‘. These poems give a sense of Yasui's angqis_h in jail
and how he shaped and expressed it, as well as the forms in which he
poured out his hope in the midst of the bleakness of imprisqnment.
All three of these poems were written during his time in the
Multnomah County Jail, after his November 12 sentencing, in
December of 1942 and January of 1 943, while waiting for the appeal

in his case to be acted upon:

YASUI IN JAIL

Three steps forward and three steps back,
To and fro, on an endless track,

All day, | pace the prison floor

And beat against the unyielding door.

Time hangs heavy, and hours seem slow,
Nights are lonely and filled with woe,
While iron bars in cold embrace

Confine me within this accursed place:




No sun to shine, no stars to glow,
No brave breezes in freedom blow
Where | lay my throbbing head,

And cry for sleep in a steel clad bed.

Thin shadows on the prison wall,
Reflecting bars, my soul to gall,
No friendly face to smile on me

To give me hope of again be free.

Yet, when | ask, "Why am | here?",
I can answer with no trace of fear:
I'll let my country do no wrong,
And I'll be true to freedom's song!

The eternal doctrines of life

Must be preserved in times of strife;
Tho wars may rage, and blood may flow
Hatred of race must forever go! |

When man meets man, tho one be white
And the other as black as night, ,
God judges the man, by not his role,
But by what exists within his soul.

All human rights are equal rights,
And tho gallant our nation fights
For freedom and a world peace pact
We cannot ignore that sacred fact.

Tho we win the war, the peace we fail
If that doctrine cannot prevail

For man is man, and not condemned,

By the ancestry from which he stemmed!

And so | pace the prison floor,
And tho | stay forever more,
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I'll hold true to my high ideal
- For that gives strength of strongest steel.

Tho the nights are long and lonely,

And wheels of law grind but slowly,
| have faith that RIGHT must prevail,
And in this endeavor, | cannot faill ! !

MIN YASUI
Multnomah County Jail

December, 194295

CHRISTMAS AT MINIDOKA

A cold winter morn is bleakly dawning
Across wind-swept fields of glittering snow,
Waking: children are sleepily yawning
Somewhere out in the deserts of Idaho.

The -austere sun glares in frozen glory,

But the children wake with hearts strangely gay
For they have been taught that old, old story
And they know that today is Christmas day.

Our barrack homes are glazed with snow, and iced;
Overhead, wintry lights streak the sky:

Humbly we dedicate the birth of Christ

And renew our faith in God on high.

It's bitter cold, and ice-chilled winds murmur,
But undaunted we sing of "Peace on Earth,
Goodwill towards man," with heart-felt fervor,
And pray for brotherhood of man on his worth.

It's bitter hard to cling true to faith .
Out in the lonely wastes of Idaho, :
Beside half-warm fires that plume their feeble wraith,
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While outside, freezing winds of winter blow.

Our lives, desolate and soul-destroying,

Stagnate in these miserable, empty shacks;
Bounded by steel, debasing and annoying,

Hounded by fences and guns, from the beaten tracks.

Sagebrush and dust, in summer heat incurred,

Snowstorms and muck, bitter cold, raging wind;
These things uncomplainingly have we endured,
Til doubts and fears into our hearts have dinned.

And yet, but comes the time of Yuletide cheer,
Half-forgetting, yet remembering, that past,
Dismissing our present and future fear,
Bravely we raise our hopes to fly full-mast.

We join our voices in world prayers for peace;
- Fervently we hope, reverently we pray

That blessings of freedom will never cease
And bring to all the world, happiness to stay.

- Full well we know, as the night yields to day,
And after winter comes glories of spring;

To all the world, in hopefulness we say;

May this Christmas, joyous visions bring.

Of a radiant New Year of hope and peace,
. That after the war, when victory is won,
Liberty and understanding will increase,
~ So that we all may say, "God bless everyone".

~ Now children are waking, noisy and gay,

The morning is crisp, but the day dawns clear,
Sincere our wish, cheerful our greeting, we say,
"A MERRY CHRISTMAS, AND A HAPPY NEW YEAR!"




The MAD MONGOLIAN

Multnomah County Jail
December 17, 194236

MEDITATION ON A PAIR OF TORN PANTS

Ah, so you've split yourself from stem to stern!
To yield without breaking you'll never learn!
You'll find in life there are stresses and strains,
And he who resists and stubbornly refrains

‘To bend with pressure and offer a token

"~ Of obedience will be ruthlessly broken.

All things in life will eventually meet

- Some stronger force which they cannot defeat

With brute resistance and sheerness of might,
And some, like you, will fool-heartedly fight
'Til they're battered in ruin or split in two,
Useless and broken, like | now find you.

-~ Now, as | see your fault that made you weak,
These observations, | will plainly speak:
Even for a cause, yield to reality

But never accept it as finality,

Never relinquish ideals on which we act

But learn to accept inescapable fact. -

Yes, you can be repaired to look like new
But souls that heal are preciously few;

So I'll keep my principles always right
And never sacrifice them in my fight,

I'll yield and I'll bend when troubles begin,
But at the end, I'll see that they win.
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~ JAILBIRD YASUI
Multnomah County Jail

January'2, 1943%7 -
In his poetry, and also in his correspondence with friends and
family, Yasui was often informal, and named himself such things as
"Jailbird Yasui," and "The Mad Mongolian." In letters to, and from, his
youngest sister Yuka, both of them would jokingly and endearingly
use slang and nicknames.

Yasui had gone to Minidoka Relocation Camp from the Portland
Assembly Center. After his sentencing, he was in the Multnomah
County Jail for nine monfhs in solitary confinement, from November
1942 to August 1943. His case was appealed to the United States
Suprerhe Court, and in the summer of 1943, in conjunction with the
case of Gordon Hirabayashi, his appeal was denied. In the case, the
Supreme Court upheld Gordon Hirabayashi's conviction on charges of
violating curfew and evacuation orders: the validity of the orders
was supported. In the Yasui case, the Supreme Court reversed Judge
Fee's ﬁndings. Fee had written an opinion holding the curfew order
unconstitutional as applied to citizens of the United States, but
denying that Yasui was an American citizeh. The Supreme Court up-

. held the constitutionality of the orders, and Yasui's citizenship, and

thus, by that double reversal, unanimously upheld his conviction.>8
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After Yasui's appeél was rule.d on by the United Stétes Supreme \
Court, it was decided that he had served enough of his sentence in
jail. In August of 1943, he was "freed" to return to Minidoka
Relocation Camp, where he returned and lived, with interruptions,
until June 1944. Yasui was released for employment in Chicago,
lllinois at that time. He was given a railroad ticket and a $25.00
government check, and worked as a common laborer in a Chicago ice
plant at 60 cents an hour. Echoing Masuo's experience on the rail-
| road, Min said that he couldn't lift the big blocks of ice, and so ended
up hauiing bags of ice cubes. In September 1944,' not quite twenty-
eight years of age, Min Yasui relocated to Denver, Colorado, where
he lived uhtil hlS death on 'NO\'/eé'nber 12, 1986. o

While at Minidoka, }Yasuivdid a great deal of traveling, fre-
quently on "short-term Ieayé" to Denvér where much of his family
had relocated, and oh trips for JACL business. He had never formally
broken with the ideals or the organization of the JACL, in spite of
the opposition to his test case. He was in support of JACL's strong
policy in support of military service, and his test case did nothing to
diminish his stand in this regard. Yasui did a good deal of legal
assistance for those who remained at Minidoka, frequently hauling
. his typewriter over to the mess hall and pounding out letters and

forms late into the night. He felt he needed to remain at Minidoka
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IoAnAg énbugh’ to repay those whoédpported him in his test case, and
give back to Fh’e commqhity. . He could ha\)e apblied\ for permanent
leave éarlier, but did not apply for relocation until the summer of
1944, B, |

In Hirabayashi and Yasui's case, the United States Supreme
Court had ruled on June 21, 1943 that:

The curfew order was valid . . . and the conviction must
be sustained. . . .Since we hold, as in the Hirabayashi
case, that the curfew order was valid as applied to citi-
zens, it follows that appellant's citizenship was not
relevant to the issue tendered by the Government and the
conviction must be sustained for the reasons stated in
the Hirabayashi case. . . .The conviction will be sustained
but the judgment will be vacated and the case remanded
to the district court for resentence of appellant, and to
afford that court opportunity to strike its findings as to

- appellant’s loss of United States citizenship.59

Yasui was pleased at the ruling on his citizenshib, but disappointed
that the court upheld the cuffew and relocation orders. Yasui's
sense at that time was that the highest court in the land had ruled,
and he would get on with his life, concentrate on doing his part to
contributer to the war effort, and hope that there might be a way to

use the point of legal entry, he had so painfully made, to make a
different judgment possible.60

In December 1943, Min Yasui received a letter from. Joe Grant
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Masaoka, asking him to accompany Masaoka on a trip to Arizona. Joe
Grant Masaoka, Mike's brother, was working with the JACL on

| policies and public sentiment in states in which internment camps
were located. In the areas where camps were situated, there were
often issues with local and state populations who were opposed to
the release of the internees into the immediate area, and threatened
legal restrictions and extra-legal violenqe.' In a letter requesting
short-term Ieaye for the purposes: of travel to Arizona, written to
Minidoka P"roject 'Directbr Harry Stafford, Yasui deécribed the

purposes of the trip he had been asked to make:

As | understand, the purposes of our trip to Arizona
would be to make contacts and create better public
relations, to confer with the JACL leaders in Arizona,
and. to investigate the possibilities of mass violence and
restrictive legislation in that state, in order to work out
effective means to combat such tendencies.

| would report directly in person to the National Offices
of the JACL in Salt Lake City, Utah, and return directly to
Minidoka thereafter. No travel would be in any of the

restricted or prohibited areas.61
Although he had strong disagreements with the JACL at the time of
his test case, and the JACL worked against the group at Minidoka
that wanted to support him in his case, Yasui was intensely active in

JACL activities, during and after the war. Yasui commented about
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this at his Ie/ave-xclgearancek'hearihg in May 1944. (When someone in
the camp requested a long-term leave, there was a leave-clearance
hearing to consider their request.)

Now the only point of difference between the JACL--
difference with Mike Masaoka. | have a thing or two to
say to him some day. . . .| have worked for them during
the last six months . . . | would deny any conflict or fight
with the JACL which soured me on the attitude of the
JACL. | believe in the principles they expounded. |
disagree on certain details, yes. The aims and ambitions

of JACL, well, they speak for America.62

Yasui was active in his correspondence throughout this period.
Among other things, he wrote fervently in support of Nisei military

service, arguing against those who resisted, or promoted resisting

the draft. He wrote to The Colorado Times from Denver in March
1944, commehding their reprint of an article about the selective
service situation. He gives an account of his position about Nisei
response to the_ draft, and relates the military service of Nisei with
thev"Nisei future in America":

Personally, | have great faith in the Nisei future in
America. True, we have undergone a great deal of things
which we would rather forget. But it is equally true that
the reinstitution of the draft for the nisei is one of the
mile-posts on the 'road back'. We know that the rights
for which the agitators are petitioning will, in due time,
be restored to us. We know that our nation cannot and
will not want to deny to any citizen the rights for which
he has risked his life to defend. The rights of citizenship
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~ will follow as surely as we fulfill the obligations.53
Yasui traveled to ‘ot.‘her infernment camps, sometimes with other
JACL represe‘tjtétives and staff',_ primérily to fpromote military
service, and, in at least one case, to meet with draft 'resisters in
order to dissuade them from their stance. He alsd met with Issei
mothers to convince them to send their sons into military service
willingly. At his Ieavé clearance hearing, Yasui responded to ques-
tions about his trip to Arizona, and to his position on the draft. He
explained to the questioner that supporting the draft and encour- .
aging military enlistment was his way of participating in fighting
the war for his country even if he couldn't be in the active military:
"l think it's a contribution to the Japanese Americans of Japanese

Ancestry and for America. If they don't want me to fight overseas |
could fight right here."64 Earlier in the interview, Yasui explained

why he felt he had influence on the draft resisters due to his own
preceding case, why he felt they were wrong and what he did about
it:

In regard to the draft, you've seen the petitions here; |
think | explained it to you. These kids came in with the
wrong attitude. They won't go into the Army unless
granted certain rights. In talking with them arguing and
discussing with them, whipped up a petition. | think it's
perfectly reasonable, perfectly legitimate. Mothers
came up and said they weren't going to send their sons.
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That was their attitude. | spent three hours talking to
-them. My Japanese is not good but finally we came out
with the statement that they'll cheerfully send their
sons to the Army. . :
You see, people have heard of me, it's exploiting |
'suppose the publicity | have received in the past; to
" influence with the good, that's why I'm doing these
. things. ... Ifl help a person to see light on these

| 'questlons it's a good thing. 65

In conclusion to this_ chapter, "The War Years," perhaps these
spontaneous comments frbm Min Yasui's leave-clearance hearing .
best summarize how he viewed his role in resistance and affirma-
tion. He believed intensely in the need to formally register opposi-
“tion to constitutional abuses. Yasui was compelled to make the test
case by his understanding of cohstitutional law and of the rights énd
responsibilities of citizens. Also, he believed in the need to fulfill
obligations, including military service, that citizens shared, even
when other civil rights were seriously abused. He could not, and did
not, support all forms of resistance, and, emph"atically opposed the
actions of the draft resisteré. Yasui's sense of "the road back" for

Nisei into full rights in American life included the paving of the

Wartime military proof of loyalty, and required exemplary lives and

local political activism in postwar America.66
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CHAPTER 1V
"IN THE MEANTIME": MAKING A LIFE IN DENVER,1946-1978

In the immediate postwar years, Min Yasui, as many other
Nisei, was concerned with putting his own life back together, and
establishing a home and a family. He settled in Denver, where mueh
of his extended family had gone, including his sister Michi, who was
married to a you'n'Q Nisei. lawyer, Toshio A’ndd, with whom Yasui set
up nis first law office in Denver. Michi introduced Min to True
Shibata. True came from Mill Val‘ley, California and had relocated
| to Denver from Granada Relocatlon Camp, in Colorado She had been
part of the advance crew which came out to Granada ‘also known as
Amache, to prepare it for the residents. True and Min were married
in Novemner 1946, after an intense courtship characterized by
reams of paper flying both ways, while Min was deeply engaged in
frenetic legal and communi.ty activity, and True was completing her
undergraduate degree at University of Colorado, Boulder.

During their courtship and throughout the early years of their

marriage, Min Yasui pursued with enormous energy the immediate
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postwar goals.of the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL). He
organized the firgt_ postwar JACL convention, in Denver, along with
his brbthﬂer,-ir'nilaw, Toshio Ando. Yasui was not érﬁplbyéd by the
JACL in a paid position, but he worked hard in putting together the
convent.ion, Working with the iocal chapter and }r.e’gion, and staying in
touch with the natiofh\al éffice. _Thé JACL formulated its immediate
postwar goals at that conVention, and Yasui pursued them with great
energy in the years to come. They were the most immediafely
achievable forms of 'redress, involving immigration and naturaliza-
~ tion reform, as well as financial compensation for wartime losses.

The Ninth Biennial National Convention of the JACL met from
February 28th to March 4th, 1946, in Denver, Colorado. The 101-
page, detailed report of this meeting, printed on 8 1/2 x 14 sheets
of paper, stapled together with a manila cover, is the next most
common item in Min's files after his November 1942 speech. In the
~ basement of the house at South Williams St. in Denver, where he and

his family moved in the summer -of 1953, there Were several dozen

| copies of the program from the 1946 JACL meeting. They were
scattered frequently in all sorts of JACL files and stacks of
cbrrespondence. Some significant sections of the report include

| Pres,iden't Saburo Kido's report, in which he comments extensively on

the JACL's leadership during the war years, and the immediate
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objectives of the JACL.1 The objectives listed at the end of his

address inclu.ded three areas of action and litigation which Yasui
spent a great deal of]tifmé working 6n in the irﬁmediatebostwar
years. .H_eading the list was citizenship for Issei, followed by
immigration concéfns regafding issﬁes such as Asian "war brides,"
and the ‘irhrhedi_ate législaiive 'Qoé‘i of régéining financial losses
suffered -during relocation and internment. Given top priority was
citizenship rights fo_r the Issei. This was ohe of Yasui's most
passionate hopes, that his parents and other Issei parents would be
able to become United States citizens. In his 1946 address, Saburo
Kido expressed why this goal of Issei citizenship was the top.
postwar priority: |

The war years have shown that the stigma of 'aliens
ineligible to citizenship' must be removed for the Issei.
Through no fault of theirs because the naturalization
laws prohibited them from becoming citizens, we
witnessed the anomalous situation of the sons and
daughters fighting for America and the parents branded
as 'enemy aliens.' To have a divided house is not a
healthy situation for national security.

The services that the Issei rendered in the various
branches of the war effort have refuted the charges made
against persons of Japanese ancestry. We are hopeful the
the parents of the Nisei servicemen at least will be
given naturalization rights in the very near future. They
deserve to have this recognition. And we believe that
everyone who has remained a loyal resident and
contributed to the war effort should be entitled to




89

citizenship.2

Once again, as in 1942, Yasui's main goal was related to United
States citizenship, this time to gain it for his parehts and other
Issei. The Issei's situation in World War Il had been greatly
compromised by the fact they had not had the.opponuﬁity to become
United States cifize‘ns, no‘ méfter hbw deep 'their onalty' or long
their residence in the United States. The strong postwar legislative
lcampaign; r‘nounte'd“by the JACL td win citizenship, to help with
immigration ‘issu,es," and to fmd a bééis for regaihing the financial
losses due to forced‘ relocation and internment,-was a vital focus of
Min Yasui's life in the immediate postwar years.

- During the later carﬁpaign for the Redress movement, which
emerged in the 1970s, Yasui referred back to these early dayé of
campaigning for citizenship for Issei, for some form of monetary

compensation for wartime losses of internees, and for immigration
reform, as the first efforts as some kind of redress.3 Yasui seemed

much more focused in these immediate postwar years on that kind of
redress than expressing any interest in pursuing his own legal case
further. He hardly ever referred to the cése in ‘correspondence in the
immediate decades after the war. His energy in his legal and .

~ community work went into the postwar legislative goals of the
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JACL, which he helped to formulate, and into the kind of tedious
form-filing legal work which was important to his wide clientele.
The fmancral rewards ‘were very low, and much of the payment for
Iegal services was made in whatever could be given from a farmer's
crops or a merchant's goods |

The only reference in Sab K|do S report to the war time test
cases was a word of thanks to Mr A. L. Wirin of Los Angeles and the

American Civil Liberties Union "for the generous legal aid in prose-
cuting various test cases,"4 including Yaeui-Hirabayashi, in which
"Mr. Wirin filed the JACL brief as amicus curiae and made the
principal argument before the United States Supreme Court."S No

mention of the JACL's initial opposition to test cases was made.
Yasui himself seemed to make little men- tion of his wartime test
case during those early postwar years. He fought passionately for
Issei naturalization; lobbied for and processed evacuation claims,
and worked on immigration cases and postwar resettlement issues.
Yasui did a mountain of legal work on very complex immigration and
citizenship cases, and often despaired, in his notes on these cases,
about the horrible tangle in which families found themselves during
the war. The kind of legal work Yasui did in these years was neither

~ very challenging nor financially rewarding. It certainly did not have
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the flair of challenging cAonstitutionality that his wartime case had,
and that time seemed to fade into the background as getting on with
life, becoming involved with _the Denver community, and pursuing
postwar goals of lobbying for immediately relevant legislation came
into the foreground. |

The commenté at the 1946 cénVeﬁtion on the' JACL wartime
policy on the draft Wére quite cqhsonént with the statements which
Yasui had made and continued to make about the importance of
military 5ervice 6f Niséi during the war:

When the draft was instituted for the Nisei, there was
considerable opposition in the relocation centers. The
JACL supported the draft because it had maintained that
the Nisei should be accorded all the privileges of a
citizen to fight for the defense of his country in a
national emergency. The argument that the suspension of
civil rights by interning loyal citizens behind barbed
wire fences released the Nisei from discharging their
duties and obligation as citizens had a popular appeal.
We believed this to be a defeatist attitude. We were
firmly con- vinced that unless the Nisei were given the
opportunity to prove their loyalty, the cloud of doubt and
suspicion would be hanging over their heads and over

their children.6

Many years later, when George Johnston, a young Sansei who had a
radio program in Colorado featuring Asian Americans, intefvieWed
Min Yasui in 1983 about the Redress Movement, then in full swing,

| Johnston asked why-Redress took so long to be "an idea whose time
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_has come."” Yasui replied that he had been working at Redress "for

more than forty years.“8 He talked about the postwar lobbying

efforts in regard to Issei citizenship, immigration, and, in particu-
lar, the lobbying for passage of the"Evacuation Claims Act," and then
the processing of those claims which took much of Yasui's legal time
- and energy in the immediate postwar years. It wés precisely
becausé of hi‘fs‘experie'ncé in handling 'th‘ose claims, and the diffi-
culties he experienced in proving Iosse'sf,' that he questioned the
practicality of any later point of entry, such as a cIa_ss action suit,

which wéu’ld require the kind of proof he had found so difficult in
processing the immediate postwar claims.®

Passed in July 1948, the Japanese American Evacuation Claims
Act was a measure to compensate Japanese Americans for certain
economic losses attributable to their forced evacuation. Some $38

million was paid out through provisions of Athe act, but it was large-
ly ineffective even in the limited scope in which it opefated.m Cor-
respondence indicates that aftef the passage of the Evacuation
Claims Act, Yasui was deeply engaged in filing claims for Nikkei in
all parts of the country. He traveled for extended periods of time,

sometimes alone and sometimes with his family, and he continued
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working on those claims until the late 1950s.11 They took an enor-

mous toll in terms of time, effort,’and emotional energy, with very
little financial payoff for the claimant or the lawyer. ‘Yasui worked
on each case on an individual basis. At the time of h}is death, there
were several filing cabinets in the basement on South Williams full
of Evacuation Claims Act paperwork. The files went into the
archives already established at the Auraria Campus of the University
of Denver, but the files of those cases as well as all other legal

files remain closed to researchers for fifty years, and are available
only to ciients to whom the claim forms pertain Vand their heirs.

The evacuation claims work was grinding, time-consuming
work, and often the claimant settled for a great deal less than
provable ‘losses. There was consrderable correspondence between
Min and his father Masuo concernlng Portland area clalms and Min's
travel to Portland to process those claims. Masuo and Shidzuyo had -
settled in the Portland area after the war. Masuo never again set
~ foot in Hood River, "downtown,“. although he visited at Chop and
Mikie's ranch in the upper valley. In August 1939 Chop and Mikie
Kageyama had been the first Nisei to marry in the Hood River Valley.
Their first child, Joan Kay, was born in relocation camp.

Min frequently visited his parents and brother Chop in Portland
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‘and Hood River in the postwar years, particularly in connection with
JACL or evacuation claims work. Min also became more involved in

Denver civic organizations, and became a one-man network of legal

aid and community affairs. In 1946-48, he was a member of a fact- |

finding subcommittee for the mayor's committee which established
the Commission on Community Relations (CCR). This commission
was a key part of both hié civic and work life for decades. Yasui
was a commissioner of the CCR from 1'959-1967, vice-chair from
1961-1965, and chairman from 1965-67. In 1967, he became the
executive director of the CCR, a full-time job which he held until
1983. He was prolifically active in a host of other community
activities, and deeply involved in the Denver public schoolé. Min
Yasui's daughter, Holly, said that wher he was in town he never
'_missed a city council meetirig.12

In the meantime, thére was the matter of making a living.
Until he became the full-time, paid eiécutive director of the
Commission on Comrﬁunity Rélations (CCR) in 1967, Min Yasui never
really had a steady income from his law practice, and sometimes
things were very difficult financially. After Min and True were
married in November 1946, they had three daughters in the next

seven years: lris Ayame, born in July, 1948; Laurel Dee, in.November,
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1951; and, after they moved into the house on South Williams in June
1953, where Min lived the rest of his life, an.d True still lives, their
youngest daughter Holly was born on December 29, 1953. Holly
thought they were rich when she was growing up because they had as
many comic books as they wanted.’ That was one of the many barter
arrangements that Yasui had with clients, who pald him in whatever
they had. Min wrote to Saburo Kido in 1946 in regard to his JACL
work that "it has come to a point where eit_her | must receive some

compensation for this work, or give it up entirely . . . since JACL
takes up more than 75% of my time these days.“1 3 Yasui's JACL

files are always fhe thickest correspondence files, involving
extensive connections in the local and regional range, as well as
national lobbying and exchanges of information with JACL and
Nikkei-related issues all over the country.

| In 1944-45, Yasui attended the University of Denver law
school for bar-exam review, passing the Colorado Bar examination in
June 1945 with the highest score of anyone who took the exam.
However, due to his "bad character” based on the yvartime conviction
for curfew violation, the bar refused to admit him. He had to appeal
to the Colorado Supreme Court to be admitted to the bar. Yasui did

" not know if he would win his appeal for several months. During that
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time hé studied sociology at the University of Denver, considering
teaching as a career if he were not admitted tp the bar. It wasn't
until after his appeal in January 1946 tha.tAhe. could join the
Colorado Bar. He never taught formally, aAnd there was never a
steady income from his work in all the years he had a law office.

Throughout his married and family life, Min continued to travel
a great deal, speaking for the JACL all around the country, visiting
his w'idely-scattered sib‘lings whenever he had the chénce, and
taking the family along whenever possible. There‘wer'e difficult and
wonderfukl timgs with all the extgnded siblings: 'Michi and Tosh and
their childreﬁ in‘Deﬁver, Chdp and Mikié ahd theirA children in Hood
River, Shu (Robert) and Phyllis and. their children in Pennsylvania,
Yuka and her husband in suburban Maryland and Osaka, and Hémer and
Miyuki and their children in the Portland area, and Masuo and
Shidzuyo nearby .

When Masuo died on May 11, 1957, it was a particularly diffi-
cult time for Min emotionally, as well as for his seﬁse of vocation
and finances. Soon after Masuo's death, Homer and Miyuki lost their
son, Allen Masuo, who died on June 28, 1957. According to his
letters to Oregon, Min's response to this traumatic period of his life
was a desire to be with extended family. He wanted to pack up the

~ whole noisy brood and head to Oregon for a long visit, which they
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eventually did, due largely to Shidzuyo's insistence. 'S_hidzuy'o lived
three more years until 1960, and traveled widely on her own to visit
‘her children and grandchildren.

Min Yasui was active throughout the 1960s as a scoutmaster,
as well as with additional activities, organizations, service on
boards, and becoming deeply involved in the Commission on
Community Relations (CCR). After he became its executive director
in 1967, several other reléted commissions of which he was the
initial éXécut‘iVe{directo:r' were created, including: Commission on
Yduth, Commission on Aging, Comrﬁission on Human Services, Council
on Disabled, and Office of Citizen Response-. He invested a great deal
in the CCR, and in fhe'training and mentoring of young staff and
interns who worked ir{ the 6fﬁce. He wés enormously creative in
applying for grants and special funds to expand staff and program,
and he qued watching people develop their skills. All parts of the
commission added during his 1967-1983 tenure were the results of
his grant applications and hiring of interns and other additional
staff. He kept up extensive correspondence with people whom he

worked with and mentored in CCR who went on to other work in
~ other places.14 |

Min Yasui remained deeply involved with the JACL throughout
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these years, on local, regional, and national levels. He told the story
of the wartime relocation and internment to the many circles in
which he traveled doing Commission on Community Relations (CCR)
work, as well as to those with whom he came in contact with during
his vast volunteer involvement. The JACL-at-large had not been
involved in any further action for seeking redress of wartime
internment since the immediate postwar goals in which Yasui and
others had been so. deeply involved. There was a long period of
latency, or discontinuity, in which there was no active discussion
nor programs pursuing further forms of redress. The issues which
had occupied the organization had largely moved away from any
immediate focus on the wartime experience, and into concérns about
positions on other current civil-rights issues, building coalitions
with other groups, gaining political power and voice, professional
networking, and, in addition, credit unions, group tours, and social
eventé. o | )

'Irhmediaté postWar goals of citizenship for Issei, won in 1952,
and pass_a‘ge_.‘ and implementation of the 1948 Evac_uation Claims Act,
in which Yasx;i had been deeply'in\)blvéd, had passed by the early
1960s, These old forfns of pursuing redress had faded, ahd it took a
broader activism, raised in the 1960s, from whiéh a new version of

redress could emerge. This did not mean that memory of the time
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disappeared, or the will for recalling and accountability was absent.
For Yasui and many others who had survived the wartime internment,
the new interest was welcomed. A new generation emerged and
heard the storieé of internment in the context of a lively national
civil-rights movement. Regional coalitions became active and
creative within and beyond JACL. This new level of activism began
to form a movement which came to be called Redress with a capital

"R". There was a different energy and focus in the emergence of the

new Redress movement. The passage of time, communication across

generational lines, and the Sansei generation realizing how little
’they knew about their fam_ily's imprisonment all contributed to the
need to publicly express and rename the experience for those who
- had been through it, as well as those profoundly affected by events -
of WhICh they were ignorant. | |

Roger Daniels says in an essay on the Redress Movement that it
is difficult to date precisely when' this later movement for Redress
with a capiial "R" began: it can be argued that those who ~prdtested in
1942 were "the real initiators of the movement," or a case "could be

made for the very limited Japanese American Claims Act of
194815 But, he goes on,

aside from these precursor activities of the 1940s, a
more persuasive argument can be made that the
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proximate causes could be traced to the late 1960s when
small groups of Japanese Americans in Southern
California, San Francisco, and Seattle began agitating for
some kind of compensation for the wrongs done to them

and their people during World War n.16

Yasui was not the immediate source of the later Redress movement,
but he was a key part of the precursors for Re_dress in his wartime
case and‘w\or/k on postwar IegiSIati/on.‘ He was ready to join in the
calls for'legislative action which began to emerge in the JACL
during the ear'ly 19:705_, be‘coming one'o!f. the most ‘persuasive voices
in the Redress movement as it'emerged‘wan‘d grew.

Yasui and ’fo‘ther survivOrs. kebf a'_firé bﬁrﬁing within them,
hoping that at the right time a broader movement would emerge.
There can be no doubt from the fervor with which Yasui launched
himself into JACL Redress work that he wanted a new hearing of the
issues of wartime internment, believing that it should be top priori-

ty with the JACL. For Yasui, there was also the long-held hope that
his wartime conviction in the curfew case might be reopened, too.17

There is no doubt that Yasui always desired to find legislative and
judicial points of reentry to the events of the internment and his
own test case. When he did refer to his own case in correspondence,
it was with some wistfulness, hoping there would be a point at

which the 1943 decision could be overturned. Yasui consulted with
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Frank Chuman, a Nisei lawyer, about legal procedures to reopen the
case, but they found nothing considered likely to succeed.18 A Nisei

law professor at Berkeley had a seminar explore options of

reopening the cases, but nothing substantial was found in that

venture either.1 9

In 1970, Edison Uno of San Francisco JACL brought the first of
the resolutions calling for redress as an issue to a JACL convention:

"It was, in a sense, the quiet birth of what would become the single
most burning issue in the J'apaneéeAmerican commﬁnity."zo Over
the next eight years, as John Tateishi. describes, the debate and

discussion over Redress continued.21 Redress resolutions were

R N

presen-ted and debatéd in 1972‘ and 1974; and adobted as a priority
issue in 1976. Min Yasui was appointed to the JACL Committee for
Redress at that convention. Also in 1976, President Gerald Ford, in
the bicentennial year, issued a proclamation officially rescinding
Executive Order #9066, stating: "We now know what we should have

known then-not only was that evacuation wrong, but Japanese-
Americans were and are loyal Americans."22

In 1978, Redress was adopted as the priority issue for the

JACL. Clifford Uyeda, who headed the committee which
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recommended the unanimously aécepted proposal, including
individual monetary compensation as part of Redress, was elected
President of JACL, and he appointed John Tateishi as Chair of the
Redress Committee. As Tateishi describes the immediate goals of
the Redress program for_ those first two years, they were "first, to
launch a public media campaign and to seek the drafting of

legislation and see its introduction in the United States
Congress."23 Tateishi said that the seeking of legislation was

"perhaps quixotic, consi‘dering we had yet to gain even a sense of
‘unity within the Japanese American community, and also because
this was still an issue that had been discussed only within the
JACL."24 The co_mrhittee ‘determihed to seek alliances with Nikkei

members of Congress, and see _vyhat strategy would be most likely to
yield successful legislatioh. Heéding into 1979, with the new
mandate from the National JACL, a hew organization and energy,
Redress as a national campaign within the JACL was on its way. As
will be discussed in Chapter V, taking off from this turning point
into active Redress in the late 1970s and early 1980s, several
strands of Redress were emerging and expressing them- selves in
different voices and venues. The comments from S. I. Hayakawa,

which will be discussed in Chapter V, were galvanizing, drawing out
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voices from the Japanese American community, following the 1978
JACL National Convention. Proéeeding from the mandate given at the
convention, strategieé to be pursued in seeking legislation became
difficult and divisive issues over the next 'seVeral years.

Min Yasui became a member of the National JACL Committee
for Redress in 1976, and its Chair in 1981. For Yasui, the Redress
Movement was a welcome channel for energies he had directed into
educational and activist under- takings for many years. He told
colleagues through his work on Commission on Community Relations
(CCR) throughout the city and county of Denver, and so many other
areas, about what happened to him and his community during the
war. Judge Sherman Finesilver, a colleague of Yasui's, suggested to
him, during the Carter Administration, that he (Finesilver) talk to
someonel in the justice department about a pardon for Yasui's war-
time conviction. That would be a way, it was suggested, of getting
some'resolut'ion, closing the case. That was definitely not what Min
Yasui had in mind. Yasui flatly refused to consider such a thing,
saying' that:cllearing his récord was not the point. That would mean
that he did something Wrong, whereas the government should do the
apologizing, and he should pardon them. When asked what he would

do if forced to accept a pardon, Yasui sputtered, "They can't pardon

me without my permission.“25 Min Yasui was still looking for
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readjudication of the issue without the silencing effect of a pardon,
"as if it never happened,” or as if he had done something wr'ong.26

In conclusion to this chahter on Yasui's life, "In the Meantime,"

beginning on the next page there is a verbatim reprint of
"BIOGRAPHICAL DATA" which hé assembled in December of 19_83_.27

These pages indicate the Arange of his activi't,ies "in the meantimg,“
and the community involvement which continued after Yasui's entry
intb active Redress activism. Chaptér V will explore ways the
Redress Movement, and research it generated, led to the possibility
of reopening Yasui's case, coram nobis, "before us again," and how
the case wove.in and out of the Redress Movement in thé last ye_ars

of Min Yasui's life.
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Memo: 12-31-83

MINORU_YASUI:

BIOGRAPHICAL DATA
Born in Hood River, Oreg., 1916.
3rd son of Masuo and Shidzuyo Yasui (Okayama, Japan)

Hood River public schools; graduated Hood River ngh School, 1933
(Salutatarian)

Graduated University of Oregon Eugene, Oregon -B.A. 1937
Phi Beta Kappa
Graduated U. of O. Law. School Eugene Oregon -LLB. 1939
(J.D.-1972)
Graduate studies in socuology, Umv of Denver 1945
Denver; Colo
Sophra University 1970

Tokyo, Ja'pan : L
ATTORNEY AT LAW: admitted to Oregon Bar. Sept. 1939

admitted to Colorado Bar, Jan. 1946

Practiced law, 1939-1940-Portland, Oregon -
Practiced law, 1942 (S m) Portland, Oregon -
Practiced law, 1946-1967-Denver, Colorado

‘Consular attache, (sic) Consulate General of Japan; Chicago, lllinois
1940-1941 '

WCCA and WRA camps, 1942-1944; North Portland WCCA May-Sept.,

1942
Minidoka WRA, Idaho Sept.-Nov.,

1942

Multnomah County Jail, Portland, Oregon Nov. 1942-Aug. 1943
(Solitary confinement for nine months)
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Writ of Error "coram nobis" (sic) filed Feb. 1, 1983***

Minidoka WRA, Idaho Aug. 1943-June 1944
(Elected spokesperson for camp residents)

Released for employment in Chicago, lllinois June 1944
(Given. railroad ticket and $25 Gov't check.)

Worked as common laborer in ice plant, @[$.]60/hr Summer
1944 '

Relocated to Denver, Colorado: Sept. 1944

Attended Univ. of Denver law school (sic) for bar exam review
1944-1945

Passed Colorado bar (sic) examinations June 1945

Admitted to Colorado Bar, after appeal to Colo. Sup. Ct. Jan.
1946 ‘

Married True Shibata ( formerly of Mill Valley, Calif., who had re-
Iocated to Denver from Granada WRA, Colorado) ~ Nov. 1946

. Three daughters: IRIS A. MOINAT. . July 1948
(3 children)

LAUREL D. HAWKINS " Nov. 1950
(1 daughter) :

HOLLY YASUI Dec. 1953
(Ph.D. candidate, '
Univ. of Wisconsin)

***\Writ of Error "coram nobis" (sic) filed in U.S. District Court for
Oregon, in an effort to over-turn (sic) the U.S. Supreme Court
decision of June 21, 1983.

(End of Yasui's Page 1.)
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Page 2.

Minoru Yasui . - December 1983

JAPANESE AMERICAN CITIZENS LEAGUE (locally, regionally,
natlonally, since 1931)

1931- Charter member, Mid-Columbia JACL, Hood River, Oregon;

1933- President, Mid-Columbia JACL chapter, Hood River, Oreg.

1944-1952: Regional Representative, Tri-State JACL District,
including Colorado, Wyoming, and Nebraska. Offices in Denver,
Colorado

1944 to date: Member, officer, committee member, etc., of Mile-
Hi JACL of Denver, Colorado; have served in every office except that
of President. '

1952- "NISElI OF THE BIENNIUM" , at National JACL Convention,
' San Francisco, California

11954-1958: District Chairman, Mountain-Plains JACL District,
mcludmg Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, Nebraska New Mexico and

Texas.
1976 to date Member Natlonal JACL Commlttee for Redress |
1981 to date: CHAIRMAN Natlonal JACL Commlttee for Redress

1982- "JACLer of the Biennium" , at National JACL Convention,
Los Angeles, California.

BOY SCOUTS OF AMERICA: Scoutmaster, 1940-1941; Chicago, llliinois
Scoutmaster, 1945-1962; Denver, Colorado
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1962 to date: Various offices in district organizations;
1972 to date: Member, Board of Denver Area Council of Boy
Scouts

NEWSPAPERMAN, JOURNALIST:

1948-1950: Regional correspondent for Nisei View, (sic) of
Chicago, IIil.
1950-1952: Weekly Acolumnist for Rocky Shimpo, (sic) of Denver,

Colorado. :
1952-1958: English Editor, The Colorado Times (sic) of Denver,

Colorado.
1960-1965: Editor-Publisher, The Mountain-Plains AJA News
Denver; :
1967 to date: Contributor to The Rocky Mountain Jiho (sic) of
Denver, Colo. and The Pacific Citizen (sic) of Los Angeles, California.

COMMISSION ON COMMUNITY RELATIONS:

1946-1948: Member of fact-finding sub-committee for the
Mayor's Committee

1959-1967: Appointed Commissioner, Commission on Community
Relations |

1961-1965: Vice-Chairman

1965-1967: Chairman

1967-1983: EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, Commission on Community
Relations

- 1972-1976: Initial executive director (sic) of Commission on

Youth L - - ‘\
1974-1975: Initial executive director (sic) of Commission on
Aging : , - _

1982-1983: EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, Commission on Human
Services, including Council on Disabled, Council on Youth, and Office
of Citizen Response. = - (End of Yasui's Page 2.)
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Page 3.

Minoru Yasui ' December 1983

DENVER PUBLIC SCHOOLS: (DPS)

1954 to date: Member of various advisory committees and
councils of DPS ,

1967- Member of Advisory Council on Equality of Educational
Opportunity in Denver Public Schools; wrote "Final Report"

1974-1977: Sponsor of Presidential Classroom program to
Washington, D.C.

(Sent 30 students to Washington, D.C., each for 1 week, over a period
of three years.)

1974-1982: Sponsor of ngh School Executive Intern program for
9 years;

(Trained and gave practical experiences to 18 students.)

1976 to date: Member of Advisory Committee to Career Education
Center;

1983- Member, "Challenge Program for gifted and talented
students;

1983- Member, Accountability Committee of Denver Public
Schools; .
1983- Volunteer Counselor for "Designing Your Future: career
program.

- OTHER COMMUNITY_ACTIVITIES: (Chronologically)

1946-1954: Founding member, board member, officer of Urban

League of Colorado

1946-1954: Adult advisor, Nisei Inter-Collegiate Conference

- 1948-1972: Assisting in founding of Latin American Research
and Service Agency (LARASA), and continuing sponsorships; '

1967-1979: Member, Board of of American Red Cross, Mile-High
Chapter;
' 1982: Re-appointed (sic) member of Board of American Red Cross
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1968 to date: Initiated, organized and developed Denver Native
Americans United (DNAU), and continuing relationships;
1968-1975: Member, Board of Denver Opportunity ("War on

Poverty")
1969: Chairman of Board of Directors
1973: Chairman of Board of Directors

1972-1980: Chairman of Denver Anti-Crime Councul continuing
as member of DACC.

1980: Vice-Chairman of Board of DACC
1972-1974: Chalrman of Board of Employ-Ex (Ex-Offenders
program) |

1972-1976: I}utlator and initial Executive Director, Commission
on Youth for the Clty and County of Denver.
1973-1974: Initial Executive Director for Commlssmn on Aging,
for the City and County of Denver.
1973-1975: Member of executive committee, for "Leadershlp
Denver" sponsored by Denver Chamber of Commerce;
. 1974-1981: Director:of ACTION's volunteer pgorams (sic)
(ATA/FICC)
1974 to date: Member of Natlonal Association of Human Rights
Workers (NAHRW)
1974-1980: Member of Nat'l Assn (snc) of Pollce -Community
Relations Officials .
1975 to date: Member of Colorado State Adwsory Committee
(Colorado SAC) of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights;
1979: Incumbent Chairman of Colorado SAC
1976-1981: Member, Minorities Committee of Colo. Centennial
Celebration;
- 1976 to date: Member, Int'l Assn’ (sic) of Official Human Rights
Agencies (IAOHRA);
1976 to date: Member, Denver League of Women Voters
1976 to date: Member, Board of Metropolitan YMCA, Denver,
Colorado
1976 to date: Member, Board of People-to-People Corp. of
Denver, Colorado :
1976-1978: President of People-to-People Corp.
1976 to date: Sponsor, Minoru Yasui Community Volunteer
Awards program
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1977 to date: Member, Regional Board of Institute of International
Education;

1978-1983: Member of Inter-Faith Forum (Served as Secretariat,
1980):

(End of Yasui's Page 3.)
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PAGE 4.

MINORU YASUI » DECEMBER 1983

Other community activities, cont'd: (sic)

1978-1983: Member of Inter-Agency Organization of Denver,
Colorado
1978-1979: Director of "JAPAN TODAY" program in Denver
Colorado
1978-1979: Assisted fund-raising (sic) for Japanese Gardens in
the Botanic Gardens of Denver, Colorado;
1978- 1980 Member, Advisory Board of Denver International Film
- Festival;
1978 to date: Member, Board of Colorado Alliance of
Pacific/Asian Americans; _
1979 to date: Member (one of 50 U.S. delegates) to the
International Consultation on Human Rights;
1979-1982: Member, National Board of Joint Actlon in
Community Services (JACS), Washington, D.C.
1979-1983: Member, Mayor's Task force on Refugee Affairs;
1979-1983: Gubernatorial appomtee Colorado Humanities
Program; . .
1982: . Served as Chalrman of the Board :
1980 to date: Member, Board of Colorado Council of International
Organizations;
1981-1983: Sponsor of "Chrysahs" program (anti-prostitution
program)
1981-1982: Sponsor, “Indo-Chinese in Our Midst" , CHP
- 1982-1983: U.S. Liaison, School Internship Program, Tokyo,
Japan
1982: U.S. Marine Corps League s "Bronze Citizenship Medal"
1982 to date: Member, Board of Skyline Projects for Downtown
Denver |
1982 to date: Member, Advisory Board, VOA Colorado Prison

Association
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1983- One of 3 initial incorporators of Denver Community
Scholarships, Inc., for graduates of Japanese American ancestry;
1983 to date: Member, Regional Working Committee of America-
Israel Friendship League (Roz Duman, executive director [sic])
1983- Member of National Advisory Committee of National
JACL's Youth Leadership Program, in Washington, D.C.
1983- "HONORARY LIFE MEMBER" Company K Club, 442nd
Regimental Combat Team, Veterans Association.
1983 to date: Member of Men's Committee for international
Christian university of Tokyo, Japan;
Sep. 23, 1983 OREGON STATE BAR ASSOCIATION's "Award of
Merit" at 1983 Annual Convention, Seaside, Oregon
Nov, 19, 1983 ACLU OF OREGON E. B. McNaughton Award, in
Portland, Oregon
Dec. 4, 1983 ACLU OF NORTHERN CALIFORNIA-Earl F. Warren Civil
Liberties Award, to Dr. Gordon K. Hirabayashi, Fred T. Korematsu and
Minoru Yasui, San Francisco, CA

(Feb 1 1 1984 ACLU OF COLORADO Carle E. Whltehead Award.)

(Mar. 3, 1984 "MINORU YASUI DAY", proclamatlon by Gov. Richard
Lamm of Colorado L

“"MINORU YASUI DAY" proclamatlon by Mayor
Federio Pena of Denver

U.S. Department of Justice, Community Relations
Service,
Community Service Award, Washington, D.C.[)]

(April, 1984: NATIONAL INSTITUTE ON VIOLENCE AND EXTREMISM,
board member. Baltimore, Maryland.[)]

(End of Yasui's Page 4; all italics and format in "Blographlcal Data"
are Minoru Yasui's.)
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CHAPTER V

REDRESS AND CORAM NOBIS: 1979-1386

~ As discussed in Chapter IV, "In the Meantime,”" there were
early postwar éttempts at immediate limited measures of redress,
and then a long period of dormancy until the ferment of the 1960s
and the emergence of a vnew Redress movement in the 1970s. From
the immediate postwar efforts through dormancy and into the period
in which a new movement began to be a significant force, 1978 was
a turning point in Redress into full-scale action by several different
groups. The JACL made a significant commitment to Redress at the
1978 Nation}aI'ConAvvention in ASaI't Lake, Cityy. The organization |
brodght resources of finance; inﬂuénce, and 'Ieadership to give the
priority- some force, wnth Clifford Uyeda as President and John
Tateishi as Redress Chair.  Min Yasui had been .on the Redress

Committee since 1976, and during those years, in which commitment

gathered and strategies were formed, his was an important voice for

reasons of energy, commitment, personal history, and stirring

rhetorical style. Yasui served on the committee for the last decade
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of his life, 1976 to 1986, and served as its chair from 1981.

This chapter will explore the decisions, alliances, and splits -
of the 1979-1986 period, and how the reopened cofam nobis legal
cases came out of and wove into the Redress movement. This sec-
tion seeks to illuminate how Min Yasui's past experience, unique per-
spective, and gifts were exercised as Redress strategies emerged.

As discussed in Chapter lll, various regional and disparate
forces began to gather grass roots support in the 1960s and 70s, and
were an important driving force in bringing Redress to public atten-
tion. The years 1978-1980 saw several different organizations,

having particular approaches and constituencies, both come together
and then quickly diverge in a very short period of time.

By 1978-79, many people joined in widely disparate coalitions
for redress or reparations for wartime 'internrhent. Individuals told
stories across generations, built alliances and organized strategies:
there waS'intense energy and growing desire that something imme-
diate and“concrete habpen. This desire Was toltake niany forms and
faces-in the late 1970s. . |

Thé 1978 JAA(_:}L Convention in Salt Lake City, stirred by long
: |obbying effoft"si inéide and outside of the organization, accepted the

priority of Redress, including a specific amount of money for each
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internee, and a trust fund for future benefits and education. Newly
elected: President Clifford Uyeda (elected for a two-year term; he
had previously been Redress Chair) and Redress Chair John Tateishi
defermined the goals of the JACL's redress program over the next
two years to be: (1) public media campaign, and (2) drafting of

legislation and its introduction in the United States Congress.2

Not long after the 1978 JACL National Convention, the public
media campaign started in a wildly unexpected manner with Senator
S. I. Hayakawa's private interview. Given to the local Salt Lake City
newspapers on the final evening of the convention, the interview

included Hayakawa's comment that the JACL's demand for $25,000
was "absurd and ridiculous."3 This infuriated "many, if not most of

the Japanese American community, who delightéd in pointing out
that the Ca_nadian-bor’nA Hayakawa had spent the war in Chicago and
had not suffered incarceration either by his native or his adopted
country."4 Hayakawa'_s words galvanized fury among young Sansei
and 6thér'Asian' "American activists whAo’were involved in a growing
Asian "Amer.ican Studies movement. = They strongly desired to give
publié foﬁrmﬂ to the family and personai experieﬁces they were finding
and expreés‘,iriilg."in their own and one another's stories. They |

determined to give shape to their passion to gather and raise
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counter-voices in a public way, and "shout down and outstage [sic]
Hayakawa."5 Key organizers of the first "Days of Remembrance"

reported that the press coverage given to Hayakawa's statements so
infuriated them that they determined to bring together witnesses
who, by their amassing of life stories, would overwhelm him. Their
outrage would counter the voice of Hayakawa which belittled the
experlence of the community interned during wartime and called

demands for monetary redress "absurd" and "guiltmongering" without
ever having shared their wartime incarceration.®

By 1978-79, there was no doubt there was great energy, pro
and con, gathering around the idea of Redress. There were divergent
ideas about whether any form of Redress should happen, and if so,
how it should be framed. Should there be immediate demands to
draw attention and express "the u“rg'ency of .em‘ot‘ioﬁ, or ‘ehould‘there
be a gradu“alist approach in order to build alliances with those in
power and Iobby for the doable? Not surpnsmgly, there was a wide
range of oplmon on strategy, whule at the same time there was deep
feeling. |

Many survivors of internment did not speak of their experience. -
Consequently, many children and grandchildren of survivers did not

know of their parents' and grandparents' incarceration. Hayakawa
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stirred up and infuriated many who felt, in a new way, the anger of
being silenced and belittled. Out of the variety of responses to the
wartime years; the long silences, sorrows, and bitterness in the
midst of the telling of stories and the discussion of strategies,
there was a common sense of the importance of the issue as well as
strong disagreement about tactics. The community was telling its
stories in private and, ihcreasingly, in public. There was a growing
convergence of "Aha!l" insights for both teiler and hearer in the
sharing of previously untold experiences. At the same time there
were those who resisted any demands for formal Redress, particu-
larly individual payments, for a variety of reasons. "Some insisted
that no amount of money could compensate them for their suffering;

others saw it as a kind of welfare, while still others thought that it
was best not to reopen the wounds of the past."7 Still within the

Japanese American community there was a reluctance to stir up any
backiash, a fear of undoing the progress in reputation and prosperity
whiqh the postwar years had seen, by making harsh or unseemly
demands. T'iierve' were certainly Qenerational -dynéinics at work, both
in alliances fqrmgd and divisions experienced. The "Days of
Remembranc'e". and tiie Redress Commission strategy were the

backdrop for many of those alliances and divisions.
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When the first "Days of Remembrance" were organized in anger
surrounding Hayakawa's comhents and the :;ccompanying desire to
generate maximum publicity, alliances were formed. The organizers
were eager to maximize common ground by basing the experience in
common memory and first-person accounts. Except for local non-
Nikkei officials Mayor Neil Goldschmidt and Judge Robert Thornton,
from the Oregon State Court of Appeals, only those who had been
interned during the war spoke from the platform at the Portland "Day
of Remembrance."

It could be argued that the dramatic staging of the "Days of |

Remembrance" provided a superlative setting for a combination of
stories and strategies, "a perfect backdrop for Min Yasui's voice,"8

and that he was perfectly suited to draw those together. Yasui could
bring both his own wartime experience and his newly enérgized
sense that something could be done to redress the wrong; there was
a focus for the rage, a new reason for the telling of the story. The
Portland event had been planned in a six-week flurry from January to
February. The original planners of the November 1978 Seattle event
éémé 'tb ﬁortland: in Jénhary 1979, and helped kick off the intense

~ planning and publicity for the second f‘Day of Remembrance." The

originél ‘pl;anners |n Seattle were: Frank Abe, Frank Chin, and Kathy
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Wong; the "Pokrtvland co-chairs were PEggy N’agae; a S:ansei lawyer, and
Jim Tsujimura, a Nisei opthamologiét and former JACL nationai
president. |

" Frank Abe described the Seattle grodp's work as "setting the

stage" for a family gathering in order to retell history where it
happened.9 It was an occasion for renaming what happened by

hearing untold stories and uniting in action; the invitation on flyers

and posters stated, "Remember the concentration camps: Stand for
redress with your family."10

Yasui wrote to Redress Chair John Tateishi on Jamjary 7, 1979.
He accepted an assignment to draft a position paper on Redress, say-

ing Peggy Nagae had called the night before to invite him to speak in
Portland on February 17, and that "I will accept this assignmen'c."11

Yasui stated plans for family visits to "two brothers and a flock of
nieces and nephews in the Oregon country" around the trip, followed
by a |

3) San Franmsco Stop-Over
to check with you and Nat'l HQ in regard to Redress
matters, i.e.,

" (1)Position Statements - revisions, developments, or
whatever
(2) Resolutions on "Day of Remembrance - Feb. 19th
(3) Financial Campaign - national efforts

(4) Legislative strategies; nation-wide efforts[.]12
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In this letter, Yasui continues in his unique flow of conscious-
ness outline/flow of time format to discuss: "4, Japan America
Conference, February 20-22, 1979" at which he proposés to speak of
"Japanese Ameriéan evacuation .of 1942 and our present drive for
Redress;" and "5. Ronald Ikejiri, Washington, D.C. Repr., January 4,

- 1979" reporting on a long and complicated con.vérsation with lkejiri
in regard to "the S_éatfle group " applying for "grant funding for
Redress in the Nor_thWest country" and their proposa'l for a debate
with Senator Hayakawa over Redress, with Yasui's responses to each
propdsal in various margin settings and type,lconcluding with this
evaluation of Hayakawa and immediate strategy:

We can't afford to antagonize completely the U.S. Senator

. -- we need to appeal to emotions -- the 10,000 Purple
Hearts brought home by Nisei Gl's during World War i,
while their parents, brothers and sister (sic), wives and
families, were incarcerated behind barbed wire fences . .

. --maybe we can neutralize the Senator.13

Min Yasui closes with his declaration of allegiance to follow the
orders of:

6. Supreme Commander of Allied JACL Forces:

John Tateishi of Kentfield, CA ...

And so, John, | guess as we start this New Year -- with
starry-eyed determination to make the Nat'l JACL
Redress campaign an overwhelming success!!!--we need
to get down to the bread-and-butter issues, such as
finances, strategies, and nation-wide support. . . .

- You need to not only issue . . . the orders, instructions




125

and directives, but you also need to get people in all
parts of the country moving together in one direction . . .
for Redress!!!
-There are hundreds of like-minded Nisei and Sansei in
all parts of this country; the task is to find them, to
inspire them, and to get them working for Nat'l JACL
Redress. . . .
-In this task, use the old time JACLers, and up-and-
coming, bright and public-spirited Sansei, as well as all
other people of good will. . . .They are out there--utilize
old-time contacts to bring them together in a mass
movement that becomes irresistible!
You need key people in various regions; you need literally
thousands of lieutenants, and certainly tens of thousands
of old war-horses like me who will respond to the
challenges and clarion call for action at the grass roots
level. . . .

WE CAN DO ITi!!

Yours, Min14

This letter reflects Yasui's format on the page. It is typical of
Min's style and structure when he' wrote. His syntax and flow would
not fit well into a formal forrhat. His punctuation and margin
seit‘irigs Wefé idibsyncrati‘c, his. outline form, in1mult'ip‘|e listings,
unique. Certainly,Athe letter expresses his "gearing .up“ for the
gatherings wiierein %Redress would be promoted, andsurvivors would
express r_er_nemb[anc‘:es_" to their families and community. Then, after
only two or three days home in Denver, he would leave again to
travel to the JACL Redress Strategy Meeting, March 3-4, 1979, in

San Francisco.
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'Min Yasui must have come to Portland that February with a
head and heart teeming with feeling, expression, strategy, and net-
working energy, fueled as usual by massive ongoing doses of caf-
feine and nicotine. With little sleep and prolific amounts of writing, -
he expressed affection for his far-flung, extended family, and lived
out his jigsaw-puzzling together of public and private in all aspects
of his life and speaking. He had great instincts for utilizing the
occasion whenever he spoke, and _the "Day of Rememb_rance“ waé a
time in which he uéed' this skill very effectively. It was there that
he first met Peggy Nagae, a Sansei lawyer, who would within a few
years become the lead lawyer in his coram nobis case. At the same
time he met another Sansei activist, Chisao Hata, who said that it
was the first time she had experienced a blend of family stories
with a passion for justice. She described hearing Yasui speak as a
wake-up call to the possibility of alliance .between generations and
other political differences. Redress seemed possible, not only in

strategy, but in the community, in the heért. She had never heard a
Nisei speak that way with such fire.15

" The drglanizers‘ of the Portland event said later that Yasui
could élwéyé :be counted on for stirring oratory. *Théy saw his

" barn-burning rhetoric as a unique gift among Nisei speak‘ers.16
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Yasui was a ﬁery orator, and at the 1979 "Day of Remembrance," as
always, he Spoke_entirely without notes. Stories leading up to the
event highlighted the history of his own test case and his time of
residence at the Portland Assembly Center. Alan Ota began his
story in the Oregonian'on January 15, 1979 as follows: "For Minoru
Yasui it will be a day of remémbering principles he stood for 37
years ago," continuing with a description of Yasui's wartime case: -
"In a test of the C‘onstitutio'n, he had walked into the downtown
Portland Police Station .and demanded to be érrested as an American

citizen forbidden to walk the streets because of his ethnic back-

ground.“17 Quoting from Ota's telephone interview with Yasui, the
case's description continues:

The issue was whether the military, in the absence of
martial law, can order anything it wants to. That was
the real principle. Can the military order you, simply
because of your ancestry, to do something? That was
what we fought for, and we took a beating. . . .In retro-
spect, I'm glad | did it. I'm damn proud of it. If the laws
were not challenged then, there would be no way to seek
redress. By law, if you are hurt, you have to holler, If

you shut up, you're guilty of laxity.18
Yasui was looking forward to his February 17, 1979, homecoming to
Portland with a sense of nostalgia and loss: "You have to have lived

through. it to understand the hysteria,_the fear, the uncertainty.
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{

There was a sense of utter helplessness and hopelessness."19

It was the perfect place for his voice, one. who knew the sense
of helplessness and hopelessness, and yet who had chosen to chal-
lenge the curfew at its very inception. Here was someone who was

'in many ways a cultural conservative, highly patriotic, deeply
regretting that he had not been able to serve in the military during
the war. Here was someone who had continued to work on inter-
ethnic concerns throughout his legal work and as Executive Director
of Community Relations in Denver. He crossed lines, and he spoke in
his own unique voice. Yasui cast Redress as an American issue, as a
concern for the basic rights of the Constitution for all citizens, and
he did it emphatically and loudly. He was able to connect both with
non-Nikkei and non-Nisei, crossing ethnic and generational lines, as
well as partisan political lines to make the Redress movement a
more expansive place. |

The staging worked. The response to the "Day of Remembrance”
in Portland was enthusiastic. The turnout was beyond expectations,
estimated at about fifteen hundred people. The combination of

healing and empowerment was a catalyst both for the local commu-
nity and the broader Redress movement.20 On February 19, 1979,

two days after Portland's February 17 event, Yasui was a keynote
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speaker at a "Day of Remembrance” held at Tanforan, the site of the
assembly center nearest to the San Francisco Bay area.

Piecing his life and work together in early February 1979, Min
Yasui planned a trip combining speeches at two "Days of Remem-
-brance“ (Portland and San Francisco) with extended family visits,
meeting his daUghter Holly at a Japan America Conference in Los
Angeles (an international intercultural relations organization), a
few days for "winding down" in Las Vegas, and a short stop back in
Denver before the JACL.Redresé Committee in San Francisco and a
p‘olice community relations cohference in New Orleans. In the mean-
time, his letters also mentioned the planning of a Yasui family
reunion in the Rockies. He had faken.a sibling sufvey, and concluded
that the reunion would be postponed until the summer of 1980. He
wrote to his three daughters (Iris, Laurie, and Holly) about where he
was going :'and what he was speaking about at the "Days of Remem-
brance," planning to meet with Holly while he and True were in Los
Angeles, and telling Iris and Laurie something about his "doings" by
way of including a clipping about himself, tellihg Laurie: "[I] am

" enclosing a copy of a news cllppmg that your Uncle Chop sent to me.
it perhaps explains why your father is so nutty"'21 To Iris, he

wrote: "I‘m getting ready to take off--and | thought perhaps you'd
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kinda like to know why . . . | am enclosing a copy of an article that
your Uncle Chop sent to me--and perhaps you will understand a little
more", and later in the letter,

your Father is getting to be too old a codger to be running
around trying to do all these things . . . but there is so

much yet to be done, and so little time to get everything
accomplished . . . | suppose I'll go to my grave still saying

that122

Yasui's files for early 1979 are a typical jumble of the per-
sonal and public, the weaving together of Redress and JACL work,
City and County of Denver, and connections with family and friends.
While he usually typed out his letters, his files also contain hand-
written notes and jottings, which he would sometimes take while
talking on the phone thinking through a problem, devising a strategy,
or listing people to contact. He took quite seriously John Tateishi's
request in early 1979 to draft a Redress position paper, and also to
head a Speakers' Board for Redress. Leading up to the March meeting,
he thought about these things in many forms o n paper, lin personal
c‘orresponden'ce and private jottings as wéll ‘és in the official JACL
corresppnde_nbe. ; | | \

In Redress Chair John Tatéishi's letter to Yasui and the other
Redress"Corﬁmit‘cee members about the March’ 3-4 meeting, he Wrote,

on February 9, 1979:
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" | cannot be too emphatic about the importance of this
particular meeting.
We will be discussing the proposal for the Redress bill
and will determine, once and for all, what the structure
of that bill will be. This meeting will be the culmination
of eight years of debate, so | urge all committee mem-

bers to make every effort to be present.23

All committee members were present for the Redres§ Committee
meeting. The six members were: John Tateishi, chair; William
| Marufani, Henry Miyatake, Raymond Okamura, Phil Shigekuni, and
" Minoru Yasui: The key decision was whether to pursue legislation
for direct appropriations, which some felt was the only acceptable
option, or.to seek legislation which would establish a study
commission. |

in late January 1979, répresentatives of the JACL Redress
Committee had met with the four Nikkei members of Congress who
were sympathetic to the possibility of introducing Redress legisla-
tion: Senators Daniel Inouye and Spark Matsunaga, both from Hawaii,
and Congressmen Norman Mineta"‘éﬁd Bob Matsui from California.
John Tateishi described the meeting as fo}llows:

They suggested to us that before Congress would begin to
consider any legislation to seek compensation, we
needed first to establish an official determination of
wrong in the government's records because the Congress,
and indeed the American public, was not convinced that
.~ an-injustice had occurred, Coincidentally," some of us had
- previously conferred with a number of professional
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lobbyists and civil rights advocates, all of whom had
suggested that we should seek the creation of a
congressional commission to establish an official
determination of the injustice. The Japanese American
members of Congress made a similar recommendation, a

message we carried back with us.24
At the March 3-4 meeting of the JACL Redress Committee, the
group discussed three possible proposals. They unanirhously
rejected a court suit, and then had to choose between legislation
aimed directly at compensation or legislation aimed at the creation
of a federal study commission. After two days of discussion,

we finally came to a vote. The majority of the commit-
tee members expressed the view that if the circum-
stances allowed, they would vote in favor of legislation
directly aimed at compensation. But given the political
realities and the mood of the Congress and the public . . .
the final vote was four to two in favor of legislation to

seek the creation of a commission.25

- Min Yasui was one of those voting for the "commission strat-
egy," and once it was decided, he stood strongly behind it. There had
previously been debate about whether individual monetary payments
would be a part of a redress proposal, and while Yasui had first
stood behind a trust fund which would serve needs in the Japanese
Amencan community, particularly internment survuvors, and provide
for ongoing education about internment, in preference to mdlwdual

payments, once the mandate was for individual payments, he stood
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behihd that.26 There an's greét ;deba-te in the ménths'following the
decision to pursue the study pommiésion legislation, and some who
saw thevétudy alternative aé a cop-out asked why Min Yasui, of all
people, would afgue for the expedient a‘Iternative.27

Min Yasui replied that the purposes of education and public
awareness woﬁld best be served by the .establishment of a major
study cbmmission, and that hearings of such a commission would

give opportunity for both researchers and survivors to open the

documents and experiences of the wartime relocation and intern-
ment.28 Along the same lines that Tateishi had brought from the

Washington, D.C. meeting, Min Yasui argued that the only hope of
Congressional support and eventual success was with the commis-

sion strategy, and that just because something was workable didn't
mean it was defeatist and worthless.22 The idea of the Commission

hearings was a very powerful appeél to Min Yasui, partly because it
allowed for public forums in which witnesses would be heard and

evidence revealed, and research would be encouraged which would -
help broaden knowledge.30

John Tateishi expected the response which soon came:

We knew that our decision would be unpopular in the
Japanese American community and that we, as an organi-
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zation, would be harshly criticized. And as expected,
such was the response. The JACL was accused of 'selling
out' and of acquiescing to political timidity. Critics
admonished us for using the rationale of 'political
reality' for what many viewed as a lack of courage. But
we knew that the realities of Washington politics and
the public attitude did not bode well for us in seeking
passage of a $3 billion appropriations bill in Congress.
It made sense to us that an official investigation in the
form of a report to the president and the Congress would
serve to eliminate the myth of military neceSS|ty, which

had plagued us for so long. 31

There was a strong negative response to the commission strategy by
activist groups which had lobbied and pressured the JACL into taking
a stand :for Redress. The various groups in Seattle and California
who had formulated strat.eg.ies to demand immediate reparations
said fhat the JACL had denied its mandate from the convention reso-
lution to seek immediate Rédress Iegislat_ion.' A May 1979 meeting
in Seattle formed the National Council for Japanese American
Redress (NCJAR). NCJAR organized for the purpose of obtaining
monetary redress through the legal system for internees:

-Its members want reparation for the deprivation of their
civil and constitutional rights; for wrongful evacuation,
detention, and imprisonment, and the suspension of due
process; for loss of income, property, and education; for
the degradation of internment and evacuation and for the
psychological, social and cultural damage inflicted by

the United Sates government.32
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Those who founded NCJAR objected strenuously to the recommenda-

tion of the Redress Commission, "as if research has to be done to
show what happened was wrong."33 They felt that the capitulation

to political expedience was reminiscent of wartime actions which
the JACL took on behalf of the community without its consent. As
Bill Hohri of NCJAR saw it:

In 1979, the JACL once again seemed to be yielding to the
inevitability of legislative defeat for a redress proposal,
to be seeking the commission as a more publicly pala-
table alternative, and to be opposed to efforts at a direct
challenge to the nation for restitution under the
Constitution. In the earlier period, most Japanese
Americans were unaware of decisions being made on
their behalf. We hardly knew about the constitutional
test cases, the substantial draft resistance, and the
implications of JACL's opposition to these actions. But

in 1979, we were better informed.34

NCJAR proposed immediate Redress legislation sponsored by
Representative Mike Lowry of Seattle. It was introduced on Novem-
ber 28, 1979, as House Resolution (H.R.) 5977, the "World War ||
Japanese-American Rights Violations Act." The proposed legislation
wés-élmdst' a d,u-'plicaﬁte‘ of the "Seattle plan" which was formulated
in the early- 1970s by the Seattle Evacuation Committéé of JACL.33
The 'billlw(a;s' ki“e& in committee. | Later the NC.JAR raised money to

retain a law firm, conducted research, and on March 16, 1983,
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brought a class action law suit against the government. The
National Coalition on Redress and Reparations (NCRR) organized
itself from grass roots organizations concerned with community

issues, and during the years of redress held forums and organized
grass roots support.36

The commission plan gathered wide support through 1979-80
as a strategy that no outside group could oppose. If the purpose was
to determine if there was a wrong done, and a federal commission
was to: determine that, it seemed much less threatening and strident
than a derﬁand for payment. To some it seemed evasive and unneces-
sarily delaying, to others it was the only viable option for long-term
subcess. ‘To all it providéd intense interest, and as the bill was
presented and the hearings scheduled, there was lively debate about
whp would speak and who had the right to tell the story, and the
value of personal testimony versus that of scholars and researchers.

Nikkei Congressmen were strongly in favor of the commission
strategy, willing to support as well as build support for it; A bipar-’
tisan group of senators, led by Senators Inouye and Matsunaga,
introduced S. 1647, the Commission on Wartime Relocation and
~ Internment of Civilians Act (CWRIC). The Senate passed S. 1647 in
May 1980. The House passed Corresponding H.R. 5499 in Julyl, anq on
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the last day of July 1980, President Jimmy vCarter signed Public Law
96-317 creating the CWRIC. "There was .“no significant opposition
within Congress to the Commission. bill.

The Commission was chaired by Washington, D.C. lawyer Joan Z.
Bernstein, and included among its members Long Beach, Califorrnia
Congressman Daniel E. Lungren, former United States (U.S.) Senator
Edward Brooke, Massachusetts Congressman Robert 'Drinah, Arthur S.
Fleming, former Supreme Court Justice Arthur J. Goldberg, Ishmael
V. Gromoff, Philédelphia Judge William Marutani and Hugh B.

Mitchell. As part of its research, conducted for eighteen months, the
CWRIC held hearings in several cities across the country. In each
city Japanese Americans testified about their experiences, mahy for
the first time. |

The Commissio_n strategy had, in a»relativ_ely short time, pro-
duced a successful legislative result, broad support, and an amazing
array of hearings across the country, as well as opponents/aiterna-
tive groups who did not want to go at Redress that way. The stage
was set for interesting dynamics when_the Commission began to
hold hearings in nine cities for twenty days between July 14 and
December 9, 1981. Over seven hundred and fifty witnesses testified
at those hearings.

When the CWRIC Commission released its 467-page report,
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Personal Justice Denied, it concluded that Executive Order 9066 was
"not justified by military necessity" and was the result of "race
prejudice, wérfhys’teria, and a failure of political leade'rship."-37
When th_e CWRIC‘s final recomme‘ndations were released in the
summerf of 1983, they ineluded individnal payments to survivors of
internment of $20,000. There had been widespread publicity and
deep stirring in tne Iifev of the Japanese American community as
stories were told, and survivors reexperienced memories and pain as
well as the cathareis of being heard and hearing others.

Min Yasui as member, and then Chair, of the JACL National
Committee on Redress was at the heart of the fire storm. His corre-
spondence load was unprecedented, and his traveling was frenetic.
The debates over appropriate strategies of resistance during World
War Il as well as appropriate strategies for _Redress in the 1980s
raged hot and heavy then and long after Redress finally passed. Min
Yasui did not live to see Redress pass nor his own case concluded.

The 1979 cerrespondence previously referred to between Min
Yasui and his brother Hoiner concerning the commission strategy is
particularly telling and worth quoting at length. Homer was one of |
the co-chairs of Portland JACL's Redress Committee,

and of course our president wants us to get things
moving. However, | have some rather strong reservations
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about moving anything, because of the commission idea.
If anybody can convince me that this was not only
expedient--but also, the morally correct thing to do, then
| guess that | could work on the committee. But so far, it
still seems to me that this is just more of the head
bowing, the happy smiling and 'yes prreasing’ (sic) that
we Nikkei know so well. | don't care much for appease-
ment and accommodation. Naturally one of the first
questions that arise in the local Nikkei minds around
here is why Minoru Yasui should support the National
JACL Redress Committee commission approach. | ask
that myself, and wonder, how come? The National
Redress Committee has used a rather unfortunate term,
which happens to be 'political realities' for going for the
commission method. | |

Well, 38 years ago Gordon Hirabayashi and Minoru
Yasui did not face the political realities of the time.
Instead, perhaps overly idealistically and impractically,
they chose to go ahead and challenge the entire legal
- apparatus' of the U.S. government on a principle. And they
lost. Now my question is: What were the political reali-
ties of your and Gordon's winning your cases, in the con-
" text of the times? | would say that it must have been
near zero, and you were so advised. Yet two idealistic,
irrational, abberant simpletons went ahead and did fight
the good fight. For that, in Nikkei minds throughout this
nation, you are genuine Nikkei heroes, and rightly so. So
~ the next logical question is: Were you guys nuts, were
you publicity seeking; or, as | believe were you fighting
~ to try to preserve an idea and an ideal? | think that you
were struggling to try to prevent a great wrong from
being committed. So right now we have this paradox
which | would like to have explained to me. . . .

With the commission method, | can't help but compare
it with allowing a rapist to use as an accepted defense
that the rape victim 'asked for it." National JACL is now
in the position, which seems incredible to me, of asking
Congress to decide whether or not we were the victims
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of such legal atrocities as the curfew and the evacuation
itself. | believe that we the victims should point out
that we were indeed innocent victims, and that it was
the then president of the United States, the then U.S.
Attorney General, and the then Congress who were the
legal rapists. How do legal minds such as yours and Bill
Marutani's evaluate this dilemma?

Well, | don't think we'll get any clearcut viewpoints on
this issue, but just the same, I'd like to know what you
think, because sure as hell, a lot of Nikkei are going to

ask me what does my brother think about all this?38

Min wrote back to his brother a seven page letter, with triple
indentation, several paragraphs in italics, and frequent CAPITALI-
ZATION. For anyone who has heard Min Yasui speak, his letters evoke
the rhetorical emphasis of his voice, and lectern pounding. He began
with a historical séquence from Summer 1978 of the Salt Lake City
meeting, and the sequence of consultation with Nikkei Congressmen,
which he argued was not a cowardly capitulation, but a necessary
strategy. If no American of Japanese ancestry (AJA) representa-
tives in Congress would support. a direct appropriations bill, it
would be effectively killed. Min Yasui went on to discuss some key
figures such as Mike Masaoka, Bill Hosokawa and Togo Tanaka, who
"are adamantly opposed to any individual payments to evacuees"”, and
the need to develop a "rationale for -appropriating a substantial

amount of rhbney for the wrongs committed."39 (He also discussed
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various pOssi.b'Iej uses of appropriated ‘money, which will be
mentioned later in this chapter.) Min Yasui then went on to describe
the basis for the committee's decision in terms of having no realis-

tic support in Congress, and a real chance of building such support:

The SO-CALLED 'COMMISSION' APPROACH IS A TWO-STEP
PROCESS; Ist, TO GET THE CONGRESS TO EXAMINE THE
IMPLICATIONS OF THE EVACUATION IN 1942, and 2nd,
HOPEFULLY TO PERSUADE THE CONGRESS TO THEREAFTER
ENACT AN APPROPRIATIONS BILL IN CONFORMITY WITH
THE FINDINGS OF THE COMMISSION.

This does not mean abandonment of the so-called
mandate of the 1978 National JACL convention in Salt
Lake City. True, this process will extend the time to get
the job done, but in view of the information being
received from Washington, D.C., the Nat'l JACL Redress
Committee felt it was a logical, step-by-step process to
get the job done. . ..

The Congress itself needs to make the finding that
evacuation was wrong--no amount of saying so by other
groups or people will make it so--as far as the Congress
- is concerned. . . .

Once Congress makes the finding that evacuation was
wrong, based upon the hearings of the Commission of its
own creation, the Congress will certainly be morally

bound to do something to rectify that wrong.40

Min Yasui discussed the need to build legislative support all across

the country, to take time to travel, talk, raise awareness and

When 1 talk of programs that might benefit them or their
children-- when | talk of preservation of human rights in
the name of Japanese Americans . there is some interest
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and support. .

We need these people to push their Senators and
‘Representatives to’ support the Natlonal JACL Redress
movement. .

And | guess I speak on the basis of experiences from
1946-52 on the naturalization drive --wherein | traveled
the country for five years, talking of national support
and especially support from the Deep South. . ..

WE HAVE NOT GIVEN UP NOR HAVE WE ABANDONED THE
BASIC AIM OF ASKING FOR $3 BILLION (or $400 million,
or whatever) AS REDRESS FOR EVACUATION AND
INTERNMENT OF JAPANESE AMERICANS IN 1942-1946 . . .
BUT THAT COMES AS STEP #3 . . . and there may well be a
lot of modifications of strategies, specific tactics, and
indeed of ultimate objectives, as times and

- circumstances change. . . .It would be idiotic to lock

~ourselves into an impossible position, when in the final
analysis it will be the Congress of the United States, and
its constituent members, who wnII make the final

decision.41

If Yasui was willihg to pursue the JACL Redress Committee
mandate on the Commission strétegy, it is not particularly surpris-
ing since he was in favor of the edueatibnal benefits of the CWRIC
and believed it would provide an excellent forum for wider public
awareness. It is noteworthy, too, that he was willing to pursue the
individhal monetary payment strategy which he did not initially
favor. He did favor some monetary appropriation, but at first he
preferred the option of a trust fund for the common good of the
Nikkei community and the furthering of education about internment

in order to prevent such a deprivation of rights from occurring again.
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Althbugh Min Yasui stated in a letter to Homer that he was not
opposed to individual payments, especially if there were a showing
of need, he felt that there was more reason to pursue a trust fund
which would

. promote the interests of persons who suffered the
evacuation and internment . . . secondly, to promote
cultural, social, or other kinds of programs to benefit
Japanese American communities . . . and thirdly, to
protect the rights of all Americans in the name of and in
.the memory of those AJAs who endured.the evacuation
and internment, and in the name and memory of those
AJAs who fought in World War lI--it seems to me would
be a fitting perpetual memorial that would have made

those sacrifices forever worthwhile.42

In between the "Days of Remembrance" and the JACL Redress
meeting, a friend sent Yasui an article from the Portland Oregonian

titled "Attitude of country was different when Japanese-Americans

- interned" by Richard Nokes, editor of the Qregonian, published on

February 18, 1979. In response to Mr. Nokes, Yasui wrote a three-
page letter sometime during the one and one-half days he was in
Denvér between trips to Portland-Los Angeles-Las Vegas and San
Francisco-New Orleans for the Redress Committee meeting and the
police-community relations conference. He replied specifically to
Mr. Nokes' comments reaffirming the newspapér's editorial stance

opposing monetary redress to Japanese Americans who were
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interned: "In regard to the Oregonian's editorial stand against the
$25,000 for elvei"y Japanése American who was interned, | would
agree that 'money isn't everything', but as a lawyer, in our Anglo-

American system of jurisprudence, money is a measure of dam-
ages."43 ‘Min Yasui continued:

My personal position is that redress should be paid by the
United States government because a pious declaration by
Congress will never serve as any future deterrent, but
that a substantial redress would; moreover, | believe
that such appropriated money should be kept in a trust
fund, except as to such amounts as would be necessary to
succor needy and destitute persons of Japanese ancestry
- who underwent the evacuation process. . . .
It is my further position that such a trust fund should
be first earmarked to fund those projects and programs
- as would benefit persons of Japanese ancestry who
under- went the evacuation of 1942-45, and thereafter,
when no such person survives, such trust funds should be
phased into a perpetual trust to preserve and protect the
human rights of all persons in these United States of
America, in the name of 100,000 Japanese American
innocents who endured the ignominy and degradation of
the American concentration camps of 1942-1945 .. .
that, to me would be a fitting memorial. . . .For myself, |

ask 'nothing.44
It was important to Yasui to make clear he was not primarily
motivated by ﬁnant:i_al gain for himself or individuals not in need.
Unlike him, 6thers who vehemently opposed any indi\)idual monefary

payments stated that such demands were demeaning, and that they
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would not be associated with any requestA for Redress that included
individual compensatioh. Mike Masaoka, Bill Hosokawa, and Togo
Tanaka were three examples: Yééui had talked with Tanaka in Los
Angeles, and wfote to Karl Nobuyuki that "He (Tanaka) indicéted his
absolute opposition to Redress, and indicated that he would not

demean himself in asking for $25,000 from the Congress of the
United States."4>

There is no doubt that Yasui would have breferred the financial
aspect made into a trust fund completely, rather than individual
payments initially, with the possibility of a trust fund .after all
| surviving internees were compehsated. It did not seem to him that
individual payments provided much appeal since it would mean he
himself as a survivor would béneﬁt. The point was not the receiving
of the money, he argued, but that it cost the government something
to have made .the mistake so that it might aét as a deterrent in
future situations. |

Earlier in the letter to the editor of the _Oregonian, Yasui
answered Nokes' references to the bombing of Pearl Harbor, to the
hardships that soIdiersv suffered in the war, and the treatment of
Americans in Japan, pointing out the crucial difference between

what people of one country suffer when fighting the enemy of
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another country, and what happéned to Americans of Japanese

ancestry: "HELL, WE WERE UNITED ST ATES CITIZENS IN THE UNITED

STATES!‘!!" (in Yasui's letter, it was double underlined as well as
triple exclaimed).46 Yasui tried to clarify the difference between

being interned wholesale by your country, and being a soldier fight-
ing in another country:

You refer to 'Those of us who marched or sailed away
lived in miserable conditions and ate mess hall food too.'
But, your mothers and fathers, sisters and wives, and
your children didn't have to endure those conditions. . .
.Please don't forget that 33,000 Americans of Japanese
ancestry marched off to war too--and amassed the most
brilliant military record in the history of the U.S. armed
forces--and constituted the highest percentage of any
ethnic group in the United States who served in the
armed forces. . . . ’
And you cannot forget that our parent generation was
- denied the privilege of naturalization until 1952. . . .The
Japanese American Citizens League campaigned for and
finally won the battle to have any person in the world, if
otherwise qualified, on a personal basis, to be eligible

for naturalization, in 1952.47

Min Yasui continued to attend meetings all over the country,
spoke wherever he was asked to on Redress, and continued until
1983 to be full-time Executive Director of the Commission on
Community Relations for the City and County of Denver. He carried

on extensive correspondence; the greatest volume of correspondence
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in the years ,1‘9'79-864 was about Re‘dt_reééi.v Even his personal corre-
spondence intereected with Redress concerns. Hardly any letters
were entirely personal with .only, intetpe’réonal‘ Cdncerns, and
virtually no letters went off to extended family without extensive
itineraries included. Whenever Yasui traVeled anywhere near his
daughters, brothers, sisters, nieces, or nephews, he tried to connect
with them, and usually got them to attend some Redress event or
pilgrimage. |

When Yasui joined and spoke at the Manzanar Pilgrimage in
April 1979, a journey to one of the relocation camps in California
orgnized by some of the same people who staged the 'fDays of
Remembrance," Holly, his youngest daughter, went along. Min wrote'
in thanks to Sue Embrey, one of the organizers, that |

| had a chance to chat briefly with your 91-year old
mother, and it reminded me, once again, the kinds of
lives our Issei parents endured . . . and too, in going to
Manzanar with my 26-year old youngest daughter, it
reminded me that we Nisei were about her age or younger

when we were shipped off the West Coast in 1942.48

Later in the letter, he expressed his concern about the limits placed
on him at the event:

| am disappointed that | was not able to speak on the
whole evacuation question--and frankly, | was not pre-
pared to limit my comments to the Redress issue. . . .l do
regret that evidently | was not able to serve your pur-
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poses and for that | do apologize.49

Yasui felt that at the Manzanar event he had been limited in
what he was allowed to say, not permitted free rein as he expected,
but forced into rebuttal to those _who spoke against the commission
strétégy. Yasui Was' also disturbed that John Tateiéhi,‘ who was
present, was not allowed to speak at all. He was frustrated and
angry at sensing maﬁipdlation, an‘dr_,»he wrofe to Karl Nobuyuki,
National Director, JACL:

| think we were set up at the Manzanar Pilgrimage on
April 28th. . . .Frank Abe out of Seattle, Warren Furutani
of Los Angeles, and Allen Nishio combined, it seemed to
me, to make the JACL look bad in the Redress campaign. .
Originally, when Sue Embrey called me, she indicated
that | was wanted as a keynote speaker to set the tone of
the pilgrimage to Manzanar--and | accepted in that
spirit. . . .However, in leading off about Redress, | wasn't
sure what was to follow--and Frank Abe of Seattle got
up to lambaste (sic) the JACL in its effort to obtain
Congressional Action on redress. . . .it also irked me that
although John Tateishi drove some 700 miles to be there
at Manzanar, they would not even give him the courtesy
of appearing on stage; | tried to get John Tateishi to get
up to give a 2-3 minute rebuttal, but this was not
permitted. . . .My daughter, who accompanied my wife and
| to Manzanar, sez that | get too emotional and
bombastic--and that | blew the rebuttal, and | guess she

is correct in that appraisal.50

Min Yasui wrote to John Tateishi a few days after the event,

and repeated that he "pleads guilty "to the charge of being "too
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bombastic" to be effective,

but that damned group agitating for an appropriation now
irritates me. . . .I'm sorry that we must be able to
convince that group that no matter how much agitation
they inspire among AJA's on the West Coast--it ain't
gonna be effective in moving the Congress of the United

States.51

He wrote, "as | indicated to you at Ménzanar | will serve on your
“speakers['] team to go anywhere at any time," complained about
strategies that seem to him totally counterproductive, commented
that "we need to be sureltha_t the crap that comes out of Seattle is
negatived (sic) to whatever degree we possibly can,"” then wrote
more about establishing a national network, going after funds to get

this campaign into high géar, and publishing a booklet to send to all
the members of Congress.52 He concluded:

And so it goes, John--we're in for a long, long campaign. .
. .You are providing the necessary steadiness in this
effort--and for this, | am personally grateful and in the
long run, | am sure that everyone of Japanese ancestry in
the United States will be in your debt. . . .The personal
sacrifices are hard--but keep the faith, John!!! My
warmest regards to you (sic) wife and children--because
they too, will have to bear the burdens undertaken by you.

. . .Sincerely, Min3

Tateishi wrote back to Yasui in May, agreeing with the assess-

ment that they were set up at Manzanar:
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As you know, the tirade Frank Abe cast against the
Redress Committee was premeditated and with intent.
What | view of his speech is a direct opposition to the
Redress Committee decision to seek legislation for a
commission; in fact, what Frank did was to encourage

community opposition to us.”4

Tateishi had requested of JACL President Clifford Uyeda a poll of the
chapters on the issue of the commission strategy

to diffuse the clamor from Seattle and Chicago about our
-violating the mandate. | agree with you that we have not
violated the mandate in any way, but the Seattle group
has created some confusion among our membership on
this question. . . .I'm not willing to let one chapter in
JACL undermine the total effort of Redress just because
they can't agree with our decision. . . .We've made the
best decision available to us, and damn it, it's a good

. decision. I'm not going to let Seattle and a few rabble-
rousers in Chicago puII the rug out from under the

Comm«ttee S5

There were deep tensions.and diffi‘cult,power st_rqggles obviously,
and partié‘ans on Aall sideé with 'pé'ssionate convictions. Manzanar in
1979 was not the only public occasion at which or about which there
was significant disagreement about methods of pursuing Redress, or
dissonant memories of wartime experiences.

Also, leading up to and concurrent with the CWRIC hearings,
issues of draft resisters, "no-no boys," segregation camps, and
Yasui's history as one who tried to dissuade the draft resisters be-

came extremely heated. The history as well as the issue is very
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complicated. It is hard to state with objectivity, but the basic sit-
uation; simplisti.cally, is as follows: from February 1943-January
1944 a questionnaire was réquired of all residents of internment
camps--the program was called "registration." Each resident,
regardless of age or gender, was asked if he or she would be willing
to serve in the military of the United States,"” in combat duty,
wherever order_ged," (Question 27) and _(Question‘ 28), |

‘Will you swear unqualified allegiance to the United
States of American and faithfully defend the United
States from. any or all attack by foreign or domestic
forces, and forswear any form of allegiance to the
Japanese emperor, to any other foreign government,

power of organization?>6
Those who answered "No" and "No" were called "No No Boys," and Tule
Lake, California was designated as a segregation camp where those
who had answered "no-no" were sent.

- Going into'éamp was a trauma, and leaving and reentering
postwar life was another. _'Relocation and Redress historian Roger
Daniels labels these as the beginning and ending crises, and the
choices and divisions which were forced within the camps as in-
camp phases of collective trauma. Daniels identifies the Registra-

tion/Segregation crisis as the second Phase of Camp, and The Draft

Crisis (January 1944-November 1945) as the third.>/ Daniels
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comments that, "The inappropriateness of putting such questions to
incarcerated enemy aliens or to women seems not to have occurred

to anyone in the WRA until after the first questionnaires had been
distributed.">8

While the transfers related to the segregation program were
going on, in 1944 the draft was feinstated for Japanese American
citizens inside and outside of camp. Those who chose to resist the
draft at this time were not the "No no boys." Since those eligible for
‘the draft who had answered "No" were not usually inducted, the draft
resistance |

was restricted to men who had previously affirmed their
loyalty.” The.arguments over this resistance--it was
denounced by the JACL, the WRA (War Relocation
~ Authority), and the ACLU--sowed further bitterness in
- the community, not only against the government. but also
between Japanese Americans who supported the
restoration of the draft and those who felt that it was
just one more outrage perpetrated against an oppressed

people.59
Some of the young, interned, Nisei men decided they would
resist the draft rather than fight for the country that was holding
their families prisoner. There were fifty-nine Nisei men at the
Heart Mountaiﬁ Relocation Camp in Wyoming who made the decision
to resist thev'draf't. During a leave from cam'p, Min Yasui, along with

Joe Grant Masaoka, tried to dissuade them _from their stance. Yasui
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and Masaoka wrote a report in which they expressed their disagree-
ment with the resisters' stance, but requested leniency for them.
This report was filed about "interviews conducted on April 28, 1944,
6:30 p.m.-10:00 p.m,, Chey_enne County Jail, Cheyenne, Wyoming,

Interviewers: Min Yasui, Attorney, and Joe Grant Masaoka, JACL
Regional Representative."60 The description of the conversations

was Yasui and Masaoka's attempt to persuade the fifty-nine young
men that this form of resistance wasfutile and damaging to them
and their futures as well as to the loyalty and Americanism of
Japanese Americans.

Yasui was described in‘ the report, which has the names of
Yasui and Masaoka typed at the end, as:

Mr. Min ¥asui, a licensed attorney in the State of Oregon, -
who had attempted to secure a Supreme Court declara-
tion of citizenship rights of the nisei, identical to that

- which those nisei draft violators are now seeking,
believed that a personal interview with these boys would
reveal to them the legal fallacies of their thinking and
attitude. It was felt that a man who had had legal train-
ing and experiences in a county jail would have some

effect upon the boys in the Cheyenne County Jail.61

The report was fransmitted from the Denver JACL Office to the
- FBL. It described the interview as a strohg attempt to dissuade the

~ young men from their stance, requesting leniency for them if they
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were persUaded to "fulfill their obligations of citizenship."62 These _

two pvaragraphs fromv the last page of the report indicated the hope
that the draft resisters would change their minds, and that the
Vgovernme‘nt would be lenient with them given the eXtraordinarily
difficult s'it.uation they were ‘in:

To straighten out these boys, it certainly should be in
order for arrangements to be made for their own law-
yer to see and talk to them individually. He might clarify
their aims, and he might more forcefully show them how
futile their gesture will be. "

In view of this tragic aftermath of evacuation, might
it not be too much to hope that the government extend
every chance for salvation and leniency to these hapless

youths.63

The cover sheet Office Memorandum, (Subject: Selective Service
Cases, Heart Mountain,‘ Wyoming), stated,

These individuals (Masaoka and Yasui ) have previously
endeavored to induce nisei Selective Service registrants
in this area to comply with the provisions of the
Selective Training and Service Act, their purpose in
visiting the Heart Mountain draft delinquents was to
ascertain their reasons for refusing to report for the

pre-induction physical examinations as ordered.64

Many of the documents related to the wartime experiences had
become available due both to the Freedom of Information Act, and
through the research being done in relation to the CWRIC hearings.

As well as uncovering the root causes of the government's decision
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fof internment, and fraud and deception within the govérnment in
communicating to the cobrts about the internment cases, there were
difficulties and differences among Japanese Americans in their
responses to the wartime choices they had to make. Of course, there
were connections bétween the war history and the redress history.
Memories opening up, people remembering and researching the past,
bring forth varied points of view from which to tell the story. At
the time ;hose who were angry that the CWRIC hearings were
happening at all wanted some of their poihts of view represented at
least, and although it was not at the strategic forefront of under-
lining the 442nd's bravery and patriotism, the all-Nisei army unit,
some wanted to lift the voices of survivors such as the draft resis-
ters, for example, who héd a ldifferént point of view aé compared to
the JACL. | | | |

The trauma of forced choices, and the divisions and
consequences that followed, we‘re_damaging to the community in
ways which'lasted‘ long after vth»e war. The varioué decisions taken
during the war were the best responses each individual and family
could manage under extremely difficult pressures. In many cases,
people had not been able to honor one another's choices at that time,
and forty-some years of time had not resolved those conflicts and

misunderstandings. This history of old, divisive issues along with
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new issues of debate surrounding Redress tactics as well as the
excitement and drama of the CWRIC hearings, stirred up a great deal
of feeling. During prebaration for the Commission hearings there
was disagreement about who would speak as well as what the
intended theme and content would be. There were hard feelings
about the process of selection for the testimonies, as well as great
feelings of release among those Who testified and heard others
teStify. Not all was catharsis and shared feeling; there was divi-
sion, ancvi__ raising of old issues from days of registration, segrega-
‘tioh," and dr‘aft"Aresis‘tance. o -

I‘nitially,( those who did not want to have the Commission
strategy v;/ere, neverthelé'ss, interésted in what ‘testimonies were
given, and how they were presented. At times they spoke of the
hearings process in harsh ways, stating ways in which they would
have done or staged the event better. None of these comments were

more noted or resented than Frank Chin's comment, after the Los

Angeles Hearings, in the Rafu Shimpo, a Nikkei newspaper, that
called those survivors who came to testify, "a circus of freak_s."65

The intent may have been to indicate it was demeaning for people to
have to parade their pain, but his comments were infuriating to

those who were giving and listening to testimony. In addition, there
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were generational issues as a new generation, who had not lived
through the wartime era, could not understahd why their parents and
grandparents had' not more directly resisted, nor had told them the
stories of their wartime experiences. Personal and political themes
and alliances emerged from the movement for Asian American stud-
ies, Asian American writers exploring their experience, and that of
other Asian Améric_ans in the newly energized Asian American
community.

Author Frank Chin was one of the key planners involved in the
"Days of Remembrance" as well as in NCJAR. After the CWRIC hear-
ings were over, before ‘the final recommendations were out, and just

after the opening. of the coram nobis cases, Chin wrote to Min Yasui

on February 4, 1983 asking to interview him for a book Chin was
writing with Léwspn Inada on the JACL, the camps, and the resis-
tance. A"We are peering down every avenue of information in an
effort to .be'fhorough in our acquisition of fact and understanding of
the many points of view on this subject," Chin wrote, requesting a
time to talk at length with Yasui and interview him "on tape about
your life childhood and education in Hood River and the state of

Oregon, and of course, your curfew violation and the questions from

the enclosed documents."6® The eleven documents enclosed were all
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from 1942-1944, including the JACL bulletin regarding test cases,
'letters and reports regarding the test case, the JACL role in cooper-
ating during internment, the JACL resistance to Yasui's case and to
a group organized within Minidoka, the Civil Liberties League, which
assisted in Yasui's defense, Yasui's writing of the "Mother's Peti-
tion" in 1944, the result of his meeting with Issei mothers which
ended a statement of their willingness for their sons to be in the

Army, his letter to the Pacific Citizen on "Nisei and Selective

Service" in support of Nisei military service, and the report Yasui
and Joe Grant Masaoka made on their visit to the Cheyenne County.
Jail to interview the draft resisters.

Chvin started his Ietter as follows:

We've been sparring long distance for a few years now. |
think it's time we sit down and had a civilized face to
face. Through various sources, I've tried to keep you up
to date on my work. ‘A couple of years ago, Mike Yasutake
sent you a copy of a draft to the "Great Camp Novel"

section of the Big Aiiieeee!67'

 After his request to interview Yasui, and a chronologlcal listing and .

descnptlon of the eleven documents Chin proposed a few places for
their meetlng--m Pasadena later that month, or in Utah during the
Salt Lake ‘City Internment and Redress Conference, March 10-12, |
1983. Th.e Iefter closed with these two paragraphs:

If, for any reason, you do not want to talk about the
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documents I've enclosed, or anything beyond 1942, | will
be happy to talk with you about your early years and life
in Oregon and events leading to your first-trial only. Of
all of the figures in camp story, you are the most inter-
esting, the most complex, the most intriguing.

| hope you will give me one and better yet, two or three
interviews. Another option would be for us to talk on the
phone, though | would rather us meet face to face. If you
wish to set minimum ground rules for the inter- views,

please do.68

Min Yasui's réspons,e was clear and sharp, and the only such
letter found in his corresponde_hce, the only instance recorded in
which he absolutely rgfused- to méet with someone on principle, and,
in fact, decided and stated that for him that person did not exist.
Yasui's réply 6_f February 15, 1983 is quoted here in its entirety, and
speaks forvitself:

Mr. Frank Chin
1565 Altivo Way
Los Angeles, CA 90025

Sir!

Your letter of Feb. 4, 1983, and materials, have reached
me--and despite my immediate reaction to disregard the
same completely, because there is certainly nothing
contained therein of which | was not already well aware,
| think perhaps you might be entitled to know what |
think of you and your work, and why. No matter how
despicable a character, every person should be entitled
to be regarded as a human being of inherent
individualistic integrity: would that you would accord
others such consideration!
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After your cruelly insensitive piece in the Rafu
Shimpo following the Los Angeles hearings in Aug. 1981,
| deemed your name and your work to be totally unworthy
to be mentioned in the same breath when speaking of
people who choked in the desert dust of Manzanar and
Post, who wilted in the withering sun of Post and Gila
River, who almost froze thru the sub-zero northerlies in
Heart Mountain and Amache . . . and all others, who truly
suffered. . . .| was there. | remember the agonies of my
mother and father--separated by thousands of miles in
isolated camps. . . .| note the sneering in your writing,
and | am infuriated!

The blood and guts spilled by Nisei Gl's, in Europe and
in the Pacific Theatres, were unnecessary heroics that
finally turned this country's attitude around in regard to
AJAs . . . and | know the pain and grief stoically borne by
parents, some still in camps, and some on the "outside". .

. .I know the clamminess and the feeling of being crushed
in jail cells--because | was there, too--endured by those
‘who believed they stood for principle . . . and you sneer?

| have no intention of meeting with you; | have no
interest in being in your writings. If you have the
effrontery of asking me, | have the gall to say "NO!" For

~ the reasons above stated, | hold you in utter contempt.

N If 'you were sincerely- concerned about illuminating the
tragically complex sequence and interaction of events, to
understand the inexorable pressures that were exerted
and played a part in the "no-no-boys'" actions and
resulted in the Tule Lake segregation camp . . . then,

~ perhaps, there might be some mutual bases for

- discussions--but | question your motives, and obviously
do not have any regard for your highly vaunted literary
abilities or reputed intellectual gifts. Until convinced
otherwise, for me, you do not exist.

Min Yasui®

As he worked and wrote to people around the country about
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Redress, Yasui frequently referred to the obligation to those
who suffered and endured. There was no q'ijéstion about his impa-
tience with any who seemed in any way to dishonor that memory. As
he was writing his initial fundraising and connecting letters back in
the summer of 1979, Yasui often framed his request for funds, or

networking to locate funds, to the honor and memory of those who
suffered internment, especially "our parent generation,"70 and he

“would often refer to the the long, long road he expected in the fight
for Redress. He wrote to Homer and Miyuki Yasui:

I'm not sure | have the endurance and stamina to make
the long, long fight to assist in the redress drive--but
you saw me--I'm still lean, mean and hard-driving; |
guess | still feel that | owe it to the Issei generation to
try to do something that would partially make up for the
years they were stuck in the camps. . . .| didn't succeed
during the 1942-1943 years--and although I'm getting a
little older and tire more easily--| guess it's worth

‘another five-ten years of struggle.’1
In this samé letter, written before their longer exchangé about com-
mission strategy that fall, Min called himself "one of the reluctant
advocates for the 'commission approach,” and said he hoped to get up

to the Northwest: "I wouldn't be at all adverse to trying to talk some
sense into some of the Seattle hot-heads."’2

Writing to his friend Kuneo Yoshinari in Chicago during the




162

summer of 1979, Yasui appealed for help in fundraising for-the Con-
gressional campaign, explaining that he was convinced immediate
appropriation demands were foredoomed to failure:

| have therefore reluctantly supported the 'com-
mission approach' because | believe that has more of a
chance to eventually be enacted by Congress . . . besides
~which, we will have an opportunity to bring the story of
evacuation again to the people in Seattle, Portland, San
Francisco, Los Angeles, and other places. . . .
| know that this is a forlorn effort, but | truly feel
that we must do so, in memory of our parents who went
- through that mind and body wrenching expenence in

1942-1946.73

The summer of 1979 saw the beginning of Yasui's packs of
letters to U.S. Senators and Representatives in each Redress file,
assiduously keeping notes of the latest in the House and Senate bil
numbers and status of each, writi_ng a new set of letters .ever)I/ time
there was a change, and sending copies of the letters: to others as
samples. Alsb, inrthe summer of 1979; Yasui w‘rote/ John Tateishi,
noting that the Redress bill creating the StudyCoinmission was to
be submitted to the U.S. Senate, probably on July 31 1979, and stat-
ing that "we are gettmg into Phase 2," proceedmg to identify
"Phases 3, 4, 5, 6," and "Etc., etc., ad infinitum. . . .But anyway, John,

ol'boy--you're over the hurdle of having the chapter votes behind you,

endorsing the Commission approach."74 In the same letter, Yasui
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addressed the fund-drive needs, saying that he would keep on trying,
though he didn't think he was the right person for the job, and he

wanted Tateishi to give him direction:

If you see me getting out of line--blow the whistle, and
I'll stop and desist from whatever I'm doing that's out of
line. . . .I won't quit on you--because I'm a stubborn, hard-

headed guy; but, | will follow your directions. . . .Okay?75

Yasui sent several long letters to John Tateishi in November
1979 enumerating important Iétt'ers with copies, including a copy of
his reply to his brother Homer, and numerical counts of U.S. Con-
gress, noting in one letter that "It behooves us to pay some éttention

-to the Mtn-Plains and Deep South because 20% of the U.S. Senate and
28% of the U.S. House come from those two regions."’® The Novem-

ber file contains several phone messages copied With typed enumer-
ated notes on the side about the conversation and planned agendas,
invitations, and congressional bio sheets.

The first detailed document in fhe Redress correspondence in a

. letter to John Tateishi recalled the details of Yasui's own curfew
, case.”’’ Yasui enclosed a copy of Judge Fee's decision "wherein he
ruled fhat(the hiiitéry Qrders of Gen’.bJohn L. DéWi_tt were void, as
they affectéd U.S. .c‘:itizens."-"8 In his comments to .!ohn Tateishi

that this material was sent for historical purposes so that he would
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be familiar with some of the legal doctrines "we advanced in 1942,"
Yasui makes an interesting set of comments about the reason he was
ruled not to be a citizen by Judge Fee:

He ruled that | was no longer a U.S. citizen because he
- knew from my declarations in court that if he ruled in my
favor, | would have stayed in Portland, Oregon--on the
basis of his decision. . . .

| sometimes wonder what would have happened if all
the Nisei came on back to Portland, Oregon, during the
pendency of the appeal from Nov.. 16, 942 until the
Supreme Court ruled in June, 1943 . ... (his italics)

At any rate, the government didn't contest my U.S.
citizenship, and the U.S. Supreme Court remanded the
case for a finding on that issue. . . .

Although it is now past history, the opinion is well
buttressed by precedents and is certainly a well

reasoned decision--except as to my citizenship.79

It is intriguing that after a year of debating and deciding strategies
to pursue Redress that there is evidence in this letter of Yasui's
thinking again about the arguments put forward in his own case, and
wondering What‘»relevance the~fhemes of the case might‘ have histor-
ically for CWRIC hearings, research and other pUrpoSes.

As the yeaf 1.'9.79' moved into 1980 with they creation of the
CWRIC'a'h'd't;hé context 6f' thé acéompa.nying reseéfch, the strand of
the test case began to emerge again in Yasui's thoughts and writing.
In correspondence and documents of December 1979, Yasui worked

out on paper a theoretical and structural basis for the Redress
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Campaign while trying to ﬁnd consensus and alliances. "1979-1980
| National JACL REDRESS CAMPAIGN," dated December 7, 1979, was an
impassioned four-page statemenf of support for the Redress Cam-
paign, and "Letter To Team Captains," dated December 31, 1979,

| suggested modifications to certain parts of a letter from Mike
Masaoka, planning for a Testimohial Dinner in MaArch 1980. Yasui
clearly wanted to support Masaoka in such strategies as a testi-
rhonial dinner, but could not resist taking issue with certain phrases
‘Masaoka used in his letter to the team captains: for example, in
inviting people to the dinner, Masaoka wrote "Hopefully, this will be
the last emergency call to serve the entire community and nation,"‘
and Yasui corhmenteﬂ, "I would much prefer to point out that 'eternal

vigilance is the price of liberty' . . . and not indicate that this would
be 'hopefully' the last time we would call upon these people."80

In a letter to Debbie Nakafomi at JACL headquarters, Yasui
wrote about violence and harassment stirred up against Iranians in
Denver during the hostage crisis, lamenting that:

" When public emotions are whipped up to a fever pitch--
- anything can happen. . . .We continually get reports of
Arabs, Mexicans, and even some light-skinned Blacks
being beaten or assaulted, or harassed, because their
assailants believe they are Iranians!!! Shades of World
War I, when our Chinese friends were going around

wearing buttons that said: I AM CHINESE.'81
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In this same letter, he brainstormed about the ﬁnancial_ drive for
Redress, ending with:

| feel so inadequate in trying to arouse Nikkei America to
the (sic) this task. . . .In years past, we relied upon the
network of our Issei to mobilize Japanese Americans
everywhere in the United States, but that network is
either gone or broken down so much, that I've personally

lost contact.82
Some of the activities of Yasui's early 1980 Redress work included
planning for the "American testimonial" dinner on March 22, lobbying
for the CWRIC Bill, beginning to think ahead to the hearings, drafting
position papers, raising funds, and debating'strétegies. As John

Tateishi wrote to Min Yasui in early 1980: "I can hardly keep up with
all the massive amount. of wﬁting you do."83

NCJAR started a direct Iegislétive push for immediate Redress
and, in the meantime, another Redress group was organizing, hoping
to coordinate various Redress efforts with local community grass
roots concerns. The National Coalition fdr Redress/Reparations
(NCRR) was formed from the Los Angeles Community Coalition on
Redress/Reparations (LACCRR), which in turn came frdm Los Ange-
les' Little Tokyo People's Rights' Organization's Redress Committee.
~In April the LACCRR sponsored a conference workshop where various

redress strategies were presented and discussed. On November 15,
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1986 t‘he'N'CRR had a kickoff conference with JACL and NCJAR repre-
sentatives attending at Californié State University, Los Angeles.
.There were about four hundred in attendance, who "formed a some-
wha;t shaky united front fdr redress at thé cdhference--a prelude to

the civil hoétilities that would,éi_mmer between the three groups in
the years to ’come."84 The NCRR organized éommunity testimony for
the CWRIC hearings in 1981, and mobilized a strong Asian American

delegation to ldbby for the redress bill in 1987.85 Min Yasui's cor-

respondence with Bert Nakano, a key NCRR leader, is quite cordial
and cooperative. Yasui was more able and willing to work with the
NCRR in its attempt to find consensus and draw on grass roots

support than he was able to work with NCJAR strategies with which

he profoundly disagreed.e’6

Yasui focused on the Senate and House Hearings regarding S.
1647 and HR 5499, which created the CWRIC in the spring of 1980.
Tra\)eling around the cbuntry, he used his old techniques of whipping
up support in "unlikely”" places, delighting in writing letters back to
those with whom he came in contact who had been supportive in old
campaigné for immigration, naturalization, and evacuation claims.
Yasui sensed a wide constituenéy scattered across the nation, and

felt that legislative Redress would be won not by concentrated
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populations of Nikkei on the West Coast alone, but by speaking to

scattered groups of Nikkei and others who were sympathetic to the
cause who could recognize Redress as "an American issue,"87 as he

liked to émphasize. Yasui believed that if people heard the story and
could identify with the plight of Japanese Americans, they would
realize that the vulnerability of the Nikkei at the time of World War
Il could be repéated in any international crisis involving a nation of
thé ancestry of loyal Americans. Yasui also found that veterans
groups were especially open to considering the issue of Redress on
the basis of the outstanding wartime record of Japanese Americans
in combat. In ‘May of 1980 Yasui became concerned that

looking over the slate of nominees for national officers
of the National JACL, it seemed to me that there are no
strong advocates for the National JACL Redress effort,

- which is now going down to the wire in the U.S. House of
Representatives during the next several weeks,

-and wrote to the Nominating Committee asking about himself

becoming a candidate for S'ecretary/T reasurer, for which no one was
nominated.88 Letfers followed fegarding the National JACL Con-
vention to be held in San Francisco, July 28-August 2, 1980, trying

to get national candidates who were concerned with Redress,89 and

asking for Chapter proxy from the Fort Lupton Chapter.90 Yasui
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urged Redress support in the Rocky Mountain Region, and into the
summer Yasui and Tateishi wrote back and forth about internal
politics and how to avoid them and kept on working toward the real
goal of Redress which they shared: "This has been a continuing saga,"

Tateishi wrote Yasui, "like a bad soap opera with something happen-
ing every day.“9 1 Redress ﬁ»les are filled with Special Reports on

the Commission Bills with flowcharts of where and when hearings
would be held, letters should be written, etc.

Yasui's correspondence in early summer 1980 focuses on lob-
bying for the CWRIC Bill, and recommendations for members of the
Commission as well as others tlo testify to the Commission. There
was a growing feeling, even while internal politics of the JACL were
difficult, that the‘ Commission might actually happen, and thét the
researchA and hearings being debated and propos_ed,might actually
give peopie\a chance to tell as 'w.e'l»lr as hear st'oriés they had not
considered since the war years in a new light. Just as the "Days of
Remembrance" had provided a.étage for intergenerational conversa-
tion within the community, there was.now a possibility that those
stories would be told beyond the community in a broader public
ferm.

This stage of preparation for the Commission hearings is a
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fascinating drama of remembering and rehearsing story telling. As
Redress activists and the Nikkei community, in general, began feel-
ing there was a chance they would get a hearing in this forum, ques-
tions were raised in many ways that weave in and out of Yasui's
correspondence to others as well as letters he received: Just who
are the experts? Whose stories will be heard? What is an "author-
ity"? What angle of knowledge will be most helpful/persuasive to -
the Commission? If we are going to decide this together, in a public
forum, who should be selected to speak? By what criteria? Given
the strength of memory and trauma, the long silence of not talking
about it, and the varieties of perspectiVes on how the story should
be told, the CRWIC research and hearings in the months that fol-
lowed went émazingly well. It seems there was a genuine attention
to process on the part of the Commission which helped allow a
remarkably wide range of testimony as well as excellent evaluation
and processing of the same.92

Born on July 31, 1980 when the CRWIC Bill was signed into law
by President Jimmy Carter, the congressional commission was
char_ged with studying the mass remoyal and incarceration of Japa-
nese Americans during World War Il and recommending appropriate |

remedies. As Leslie Hatamiya comments in her book on Redress:
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The special nature of the bill only created a situation in
which representatives and senators could be persuaded
(her italics) to support redress on the basis. of moral
conviction . . . The complexity and personal aspect of the
redress issue ensured that the redress campaign would
be long and arduous. It took the federal government over
40 years to redress its wartime actions. Even after the
commission made its recommendations in 1983, Con-\
gress took another five years to apss the legislation. In
good part, that delay can be attributed to the time needed
to educate and make personal contact with individual -

members of Congre'ss.93

In Hatamiya's assessment of the Iegislativé strategies and chances
for success of the Redress bill, she viewed tﬁe'long process of
hearings and lobbying as key in the one-on-oné persuasion that this
issue required: "the widespread ignorance, as well as the deeply
personal aspect of the issue, made talking one-on-one with senators
and representatives the most effective say to gain the votes
required for passage. But one-on-one contact takes a tremendous
amount of time."94

Yasui was engaged in the one-on-one contact through a frenet-
ic travel schedule and huge corfespondence load. He integrated notes
into his Redress work such as one his wife True received from a
college classmate. Surprised to hear of Min speaking at the "Day of
Remembrance" back in 1979, the close friend, now living in Califor-

nia, realized she had no idea of what had happened to True in those
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years just before they met in Boulder, Colorado:

Dear True,

Imagine my surprise to open the Palo Alto Times and read
about your husband making a speech in San Francisco. it
really hit me that during all our time together at CU
[Colorado University], you and | never, as far-as | can -
recall, talked about the war or any of the other traumatic
events of that time. As | recall | went from voting for
Dewey to Norman Thomas during that period, but | don't
remember that we ever mentioned politics. . . .| suppose
it's partly because we were busy getting married and
raising families, but how come we never mentioned
anything else we were doing? Maybe you did and I've
forgotten, or maybe I'm just in a state of shock over. this
revelation. . . .It seems incredible that all these years
could have gone by without any attempt to get

restitution.95

Min Yasui was convinced that it was this sort of one-on-one encoun-
ters in tha fabric of everyday community relatidns that would make
the difference to Redress in the long-term. Thus, from the beginning
of the Redress movement, his life was deeply affected in every
detail by the movement to which he was so committed. Whenever he
testified in legislative committees or at hearings, which he did
frequently, he spoke not only as a lawyer, a researcher, a represen-
tative of the JACL Natibnal Committee for Redress, but as a survi-
vor, as a witness to those years. He felt the tensfon keenly. The
Commission hearings were an "important catalyst" in Leslie

Hatamiya's words, both in Congress and in the Japanese American
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communify.96~, “

The CWRIC hearings created a powerful fofum for which people
told their stories. Another result of the Commission hearings was
that a lot of people were not only giving personal testimony of their
experiences, but doing extensive research in government documents
about how the decision to intern Japanese Americans developed.
Some interesting material turned up. Aé one of the key researchers
in the CWRIC process, Aiko Yoshinaga Herzig was doing a tremendous
amount: of archival research. During the time she was researching
there, Peter Irons, a legal historian, was at the Library of Congress
researching another project which proved not to be feésible. He was
casting about for another .topic and', in the process, stumbled upon

some papers as well as upon Herzig and her work. The two agreed to
share their information.97 Herzig provided Irons an excellent reser-

voir 6f information and networking. A lucky find of his in the top of
a dusty old box uncovered a paper trail proving there had been delib-
erate government falsification in representing "military n'ecessity"
as the cause for~internment,’ both in the process of the ‘decision and
in the prosecution of the test cases. The immediate find of the doc-
umentary. paper trail, Irons' own experience in a_coram nobis case,

the impetus of the CRWIC research, the wilIingneSs of concerned
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lawyers, and a politically awakened community--all of these com-

bined in a joining of Redress and_coram nobis, diverse efforts that

intertwined in the 1980s.

Irons commented in a 1992 interview on the relationship between

coram nobis and the redress movement, including the suggestion of

.the concept in CWRIC as well as thé emergence of the research

findings:

As a matter of fact the coram nobis effort really
came out of the Commission hearings in the sense that |

testified before the Commission, and Judge Muratani

raised the issue of coram nobis. Now, | of course had

already thought of that, and we would probably have

proceeded anyway, but it gave us a sort of official
sanction-- imprimatur--that the Commission itself
although not officially endorsing coram nobis, at least
had raised the issue, and we made use of the
Commission's findings in the cases. . . .

| went into the little library in the archives which is
very small, probably no bigger than this office, and -
started thumbing through a Constitutional History book,
and it suddenly struck me as | was looking through that--
the internment cases--I had studied them in law school-
-a few years earlier, and like everybody else in law
school was appalled by the decisions . So | thought it
would be a good opportunity to explore the question of
how the Supreme Court, which was supposedly very
liberal at the time, could have made such bad decisions.
What factors influenced that? And | quickly looked to
see if anybody else had written a book about this, and
discovered that no one had. So | went back to the
Archives and started working on it. . . .We used the

- Freedom of Information Act as a backup after the horse
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was out of the barn, so to speak. . . .

You know, it's something that I'm sure very few
historians experience, finding documents totally
unexpected that are so legally significant as well as
historically significant. | mean, as soon as | saw these
first files, documents that had memoranda from
government lawyers saying "We're telling lies to the
Supreme Court," that you know a historian would have
said this is really fascinating, obviously put this in my
book; but for a lawyer you think, well, here's a lawsuit.
But at that time | didn't even know if the three original

defendants were still alive, or where they were. 98

Irons says it was an astbnishing experience to fihd this information
. more or less at random, and then to have it gradually dawn on him
what the implications were; not only fo} writing; research, and for
the CWRIC, but for the possible reopening of the three cases which
had been brought to challenge the cu_rfew and the internment back in
the 1940s. He was amazed that the evidence of fraud and deception
was poteht and timely, not only for résearch, but for immediate
possibility of litigation. |

In addition to Minoru Yasui's case in Portland, which had been
the first, there were two chers which challenged the internment
orders. One case occurred in Seattle, Washington, when Gordon
Hirabayashi refﬁsed to report for relocation, and in the process, also
admitted curfew violations. Hirabayashi, a'sltudent at the University

" of Washington, was a Quaker and a conscientious objector. Yet a
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different profile of a case was presented in the San Francisco Bay
area by Fred Korematsu. He had tried to evade evacuation and
internment by hiding in the Oakland area, changing his name, and
disguising himself by minor cosmetic surgery so as not to be recog-
nizable as Japanese American. By 1982, all of these men were in
| their 60s. Losing their cases in the 1940s, all got on with their
Iiveé while never quite forgetting the wrong done to them during the
war. Yasui, especially, had been searching for a way to reenter the
case, both from the aspect of personal vindication, and for the
concomitant publicity and education that wbuld help support and
further the Redress movement. |

In 1982, Yasui had been named JACLer of the Biennium. He was
hard at work on Redress, drawn into many.coalitions and controver-
sies, both elated and exhaustgd by the process of the Commission
hearings. Yasui encountered Peter Irons in Washington, DC, during
October 1981, and irons told him about what he had found and its
po.t"ent'iaﬂl (im'plicat"i-ons.' On January 19, 1982, Ir’ons'wroté a letter to
Yasui, gelling him thevfollows:

After we talked, | was granted access to the Justice

~ Department files in all the cases that reached the
Supreme Court. What | learned from these files as well
as those of the War Department and its branches,
including the Office of Naval Intelligence [ONI] and the
Military Intelligence Division [MID], indicates that the
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government withheld from the trial courts and from the
Supreme Court as well some very crucial evidence.
Briefly summarized, that evidence reveals that Gen.
DeWitt, before he recommended curfew and evacuation to
the War Department, had been informed both by ONI and
his own MID that no evidence existed either of acts of
sabotage or espionage by Japanese Americans or of the
disloyalty of the vast majority of the Japanese American
population. Nonetheless, DeWItt went ahead with his
recommendations, which were accepted by the President
and by Congress in issuing Executive Order 9066 and in

passing Public Law 503.99

Continuing to say there was proof of suppression of evidence known
to members of the Justice Department preparing the cases, Irons
concluded that:

The significance of these facts is that they provide, in
my opinion, substantial grounds for bringing an action to
reverse and vacate the convictions in all three cases.
This could be done through a procedure called a petition
for a writ of error coram nobis, which is an obscure but
still potent motion to reopen a criminal case in which
the sentence has been completed and in which all appeals
have been exhausted. Unlike a regular appeal, this
petition is brought before the original trial court on the
grounds that errors of fact (such as the withholding of

~evidence that would have affected the outcome of the
case) were made before the court and produced a

. m,anifgst injustice_100.,

Yasui wrote back on January 22, 1982 with immediate acceptance of
Irons' offer-of his services. Working with Hirabayashi, Korematsu,

“and Yasui, Irons sought reversals of all three convictions in order to
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restore civil rights and remove those decisions from the books: "my
[Yasui's] response as to whether | would be interested in seeking a

reversal of my conviction in 1942 is 'affirmative'. | would be very
much interested."101 Yasui considered what the influence of

successful coram nobis cases would be in terms of Redress

legislation, and concluded that:

It seems to me, that with the U.S. Supreme Court
cases overturned--if indeed that occurs,--we will have a
tremendous moral case to present to the Congress . . . and
therefore, | am all for pursuing this possibility. Even if
- we should lose, it is my judgment that our position will
not be any worse than where we are now, at the present
time. Therefore, | conclude we should proceed.

* %k Kk % * *

Please keep me posted on this matter. You not only
have my authorization to proceed in my case, but also my
prayerful request that you do so. . ..

| know that my case was a seeming after-thought by
the U.S. Supreme Court, but | do also know that on the
law, the original trial court in Oregon ruled that the
imposition of military orders on the basis of ancestry
was wrong and unconstitutional. | would like to see that

judgment vindicated and affirmed by the U.S. Supreme
Court (underlining added).102

On January 19, 1983, there was a press conference in San
Francisco. Lawyers representing Minoru Yasui, Gordon Hirabayashi,
and Fred Korematsu announced the reopening of three criminal cases

that were over forty-years old. Under normal circumstances, the
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statute of limitations would long since have expired; however, a
reentry point was found in this drarﬁé, long since past, whosé impact
still reverberated. As the reopening of the cases was énnouncéd, the
lawyers, the three Japanese American men, and those who sur-
rounded them gave testimony to an event four-decades past that was
far from forgotten which, in their view, had never been appropriate-
ly told and resolved. Technically, these cases were criminal, in
which those who had broken the law were convicted. The ex-cons
demanded reassessment of the validity of t_he laws they had broken
as well as the fairness of the proceedings by which they were con-
victed during World War Il |

Those who called the.press conference did so both to tell their
stories and to draw attention to the litigation of the previous
results. The press was addressed in order to tell how the caées
came to be in the first place, and? how they were reopened in 1983,
forty years later. On the occasion of war with the country of their
“ancestry, military decrees had ordered American citizens into mass
incarceration in prison camps solely on the basis of that 'ancestry.
The day's press statement said there was not only a historigal and
moral basis, but a legal point of entry, to hear again the cases which
had been brought in 1942-43 during the beginning months of World

War Il. The presence of representatives of the wartime-interned
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JapaneSe American community wearing signs of the internment
camps in which they had been imprisoned and the voices of the
carefully prepared statements of the_lawyc;rs mixed with the
" eloquent stiliness of the three petitioners. |

These native--born American citizens of Japanese ancestry,
three subdued men in fheir 60s, sat together and listened as the
stories of their crimes were told. Those three individuals in three
different areas of the West Coast had applied their own logic and
strategy to thé position in Whi.ch govern’rﬁent ord;ars pdt‘fhem. By
Iegél test case, .by refusal, by evasipn, each had said that what was..
happer.\ing to them and to their corhmuhity was unacceptable. Irons

referred in Justice at Wa( to Yasui as "the legalist," Hirabayashi

as"the moralist," and Korematsu as "the loner."103 Each had a

different point of entry and case description, yet each had agreed to
be part of a long-delayed rehearing of the stories of what had
| happened td their community and what they had done, each in a
differént way, to resist it.

Here they were, bound by a common strategy and an. amalgam-
ated legal team that did not know quite what to expect in 'the pro-
cess they were entering. The three men and their respective test

- cases were in the foreground of the day's drama and statements;
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however, they hardly spoke. The language was not the narrative of
them telling their stories, but rather the historical background
statements and litigation announcément of those who represented
them. Lawyers, signs of camp, the gathering of generations and ages
as well as a sense of history and immediacy surrounded the three
slight, seated figures. In legal action and shared experience the
time had come to litigate and reconsider what had happened to all

Americans of Japanese ancestry during World War Il. Coram nobis

was both a technical point of legal reentry and an historical
oppdrtﬁnity f6( ,individt‘;als to ;relope'n thé setting of the criminal
convictions which had marked their lives during their 20s. In the
midst of the Redress movement, the writing of the CWRIC Report,
and more ".thar'l four décadés aft'érj. the -initial__arres‘tjs, the legal cases

of Yasui, Hirabayashi, and Korematsu were coram nobis, "before us

again."

While théy were bound together by a common press conference
and identity with one another on that occasion, both t‘he origins and
the reopening process of each case would be entirely different.
Coram nobijs was the key which opened up the procedures for each
petitioner, the proof that there was deliberate lfalsiﬁc':ation ‘and
~ suppression of evidence in the proschtion of all their cases. Each

petitioner had to return to the original court site in which their
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respectiye cases began, taking their chances with whichever judge
~would be assigned to that case.

| In each case the judge had the discretion as to what evidence
would be heard, on what grounds it would be accepted by the court,
and whether the writ of error would be granted. Due in part to each
case involving, on the part of the petitioner and the gbvernment's
brief, a "vacation of sente_ncé," it was possible for a cursory reading
of the‘initial relief appealed to result in a vacatidn of senfence
without further hearing on the issues of the internment. The judge
could rule on the most elementary level of concurrence of the peti-
tioner and govérnment that they were seeking the same thing. The
request of the petitioner,'h()wever, was that the court would have
interest and willingness to look at the larger issues of the decisions
for internment, government misconduct, suppression of evidence,
and broader civil-rights issues. _'The government, in all three cases,
asked the court to vacate the coﬁviction and dismiss the petition.
That, in the government's view, would dispense with the proceedings
easily and ,qu_ig:kly‘without examining the context 'qf the decisions,
including the 'question :.'of governheht misconduct ‘énd suppression of
evidence. The petitioner in each case asked for a héaring about the
broader is_sues, as welly as the vacation of sentence.

In each venue the case was different. From the beginning, the
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Korematsu case seemed to have the greatest chance of success. On
the day of the filing of the Korematsu case, January 19, 1983, a
joint press conference was held. The judge assigned to the

Korematsu case in San Francisco was Marilyn Patel, probably the
most sympathetic member of the district court bench.104 The other

two cases, Hirabayashi and Yasui, were filed in Seattle and Portland,
respectively, by the end of January 1983. Hirabayashi's case was
assigned to Judge Donald S. Vorhees who had won praise from civil
rights groups for a sweeping order in a Seattle school integration
case. Yasui's case was assigned to Jddge Robert C. Belloni who did
not have a substantial reéord on civil rights cases, but neither did
any of the Oregon federal judges. As follows, Peter Irons comment-
ed on the judge's selections:

Lawyers know that absolute judicial impartiality is a
myth and that judges have political biases just as most
people do. Given this reality, we were delighted that
judges Patel and Voorhees had drawn the Korematsu and
Hirabayashi petitions, and we recognized that Judge

Belloni was typical of his Oregon colleagues.105
| In February, 1983, th‘e CWRIC issued its report entitled Person-
al sttiicé' Denied. ~Tﬁis report labeled the internment a ’grave injus-
tice, and determined‘. the following causes of the exclusion and evac-

- uation: long-standing racial prejudice, wartime hysteria, and failure
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of political leadership. The report reviewed the wartime cases,
judging that "in the spring of 1942 on the West Coast, not even the

courts of the United States were places of calm and dispassionate
, justice."106

The CWRIC issued its recommendations report in the summer
of 1983 (Part 2: Recommenda.tions) including a.recommendétion for a
joint resolution of Congress, signed by the President, recognizing
that a grave injustice was done, offering apologies from the nation','
and appropriations for a fund to provide "as onetime per capita
compensatory payrﬁent of $20,000 to each of the approximately

60,000 ‘surviving persons excluded from their places of residence
pursuant to Executive Order 9066."107 There was one interesting

~ comment on this matter of monetary compensation noted in a foot-

note to this resolution: "Commissioner William M. Marutani formally
renounces any monetary recompense either direct or indirect."108

Another recommendation from the summer CWRIC Report was
the following:

the President pardon those who were convicted of
violating the statutes imposing a curfew on American
citizens on the basis of their ethnicity and requiring the
ethnic Japanese to leave designated areas of the West

Coast or to report to assembly centers.109
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This was not a welcome recommendation to the coram nobis teams

because

the pardon recommendation gave the Justice Department
a way to avoid answering the petitions on their merits

~ unless one of the judges forced an answer to the
misconduct charges. . . .The coram nobis lawyers
suspected that Arthur Goldberg, who had already
deprecated their efforts, had pushed for the pardon

proposal as a way of defusing the petitions.1 10

Irons discusses the intricacies of the pardon proposal and the
negotiations with the government lawyer.111 Accepting the pardons

would mean that the long sought hearing on the issues of government
misconduct in the internment would not happen. None of the three
petitioners, knowing that they would be taking chances in each set-
ting as to whether the judge would hear the larger issues, were
satisfied with that outcome. The;efore, "after discussions with
their respective clients, the lead attorneys on each legal team

decided that any formal pardon offer from the government would be
‘réjected in any form."112 The petitioners refused to consider
pardons, and tHe heaﬁngs proceeded. |

Fred Korematsu's case was the first to be‘ heard on November

- 10, 1983. Judge Patel announced at the start of the case, that she

"did not consider the government's motion to vacate the conviction
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and dismiss the petition as a proper vehicle for judicial action."113

Dale Minami made the argument, Fred Korematsu was allowed to
address the court, and Judge Patel, at the end of the trial, granted

the petition for a writ of error coram nobis. Korematsu's case was

the most clear-cut victory of the three.114

Min Yasui's case was heard in Portland, Oregon, on January 16,

1984. This case was the least successful in court, the only one in
which no hearing of the substantive issues ever occurred. 115 Victor

Stone, the government lawyer assigned to all three coram nobis

cases, asked Judge Belloni to vacate Yasui's conviction and to dis-

miss his petition for a writ of error coram nobis. Belloni asked

Yasui's attorney Don Willner to "explain to me what this case is
about."116  Don Willner addressed the court, followed by Peggy

Nagae, and then Min Yasui. The lawyers did their best to state the

matters of import which the case raised about the wartime

internment in spite of the lack of interest or knowledge which Judge
Belloni displayed cbncerning the case. Asked about Jﬁdge Belloni and
" his understanding of the larger issues which Yasui's case involved,.
and whether Belloni had even read the case, Peter Irons commented:

He was obviously totally unaware of the issues of the
case. He didn't grant the petition. He granted the
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government's motion to vacate . . . he never granted the
petition. Well, the relief that we asked in the petition
was vacating the conviction, but we also asked the judge
to make findings that the vacation was based upon this
evidence of fraud . . . and he refused to do that. . . .He said
we can't engage in this kind of historical inquiry forty
years later--the exact opposite of Judge Vorhees'
attitude which was that he was extremely eager to
explore the historical record. Partly, | think, Belloni's
just, in my opinion, a rather unintelligent, conventional
judge. | mean, why take up what could be weeks of court
time when you can do this in two minutes. Secondly, he
had no notion, | mean he didn't have a clue as to what
this case was about. . . .It was not as frustrating,
obviously, to those of us in the other cities, because you
know we had already had Fred's case decided, which was
for us a tremendous victory both legally and in terms of
publicity. And we were pretty confident that we would
get a ruling on the petition in Seattle. . . .It became
obvious not only that Judge Belloni was uninterested in
the issues, but he was actively hostile to the people who

came to the hearing.1 17

In just ten days, Judge Belloni ruled on the case. He granted
fhe government's motion in a two-page order while cons‘idering none
of the substantive issues in the case. He said that the two éides had
asked for the "same relief" in vacating the condition, and summarily

dismissed consideration of other concerns about the necessity for

the internment or withholding of evidence. Yasui appealed the
dismissal of the petition, and the appeal became entangled in tech-

 nical issues é‘bbut' timely filing. In the process of this ‘technical
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wrangling over ‘w.hether the time limits had been met, Min Yasui died
on November 12, 1986, and the government filed to declare the case
moot after his death.r o

Gordon Hirébayashi's hearing was scheduled for May 18, 1984.
Judge Voorhees made a ruling that denied the government's motion to
dismiss the petition. A week after that Ahearing, Judge Voorhees
issued an order for an evidentiary hearing for more than a year later,
June 17, 1985. The Hirabayashi case yielded an extended hearing of

the issues. Stretching out for a lengthy period of years and appeals,
it yielded a positive result, in general, for him.118 Judge Voorhees

stated the following on April 28, 1986:

It is now considered by almost everyone that the
internment of Japanese-Americans was simply a tragic
mistake for which American society as a whole must
accept responsibility. If, in the future, this country
should find itself in a comparable national emergency,
the sacrifices made by Gordon Hirabayashi, Fred
Korematsu, and Minoru Yasui may, it is hoped, stay the
hand of a government again tempted to imprison a
defenseless minority without trial and for no

offense. 119

Both the Korematsu and Hirabayashi cases yielded extended
hearings on the broader issues of injustice and government
misconduct. Unfortunately, Yasui's case never received that same

| consideration. According to Yasui's lead lawyer Peggy Nagae, he
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- always told her, "Give 'em hell. -‘Though we might not Win, and | have
my doubts, | want ,to.take my .case as far as we can go."120 It didn't

go neafly as far as Yasui, or Nagae, would have hoped.

The iiming of the coram nobis cases in the midst of the
Redress movement and the heart of the CWRIC process gave a great
deal of publicity and energy to the proceedings. Whatever the legal
chances were, the oppbrtunity to put the case in the public eye was.
important. "My feeling is that widespread national publicity will

help our cause, because | know the effects of national media in the
spring of 1942."121

Peggy Nagae, Yasui's lead lawyer, commented about her work in
the coram nobis cases, and what motivated her and other attorneys
to devote extensive time pro bono :

. What spurred over 40 other attorneys to become
_“involved in reopening the Yasui, Hirabayashi and

Korematsu coram nobis cases? We worked without pay
on cases that took thousands of hours and seven years to
resolve. With no precedent and the government's refusal
to admit any wrongdoing, we fought an uphill battle. The
hours were often long with extensive debate about each
line of a brief, every strategic move and all outside
‘communications.

Why did we do it? We were children of those who had

been incarcerated during World War Il. . . .For us,.
commitment meant action spurred by a search for
identity. . . .

So, what did we coram nobis attorneys gain from our
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work? As for me, Yasui gave me back my history. From
him | healed some deep wounds about my place in that
history. | learned that by acting on our convictions, we
could win and that winning was expressing our vision of
a world that works for everyone, with no one or nothing

left out.122

Not all of the attorneys were Sansei, but the majority were. The

coram_nobis cases wove in and out of Redress during the years of

their hearings, and provided an energizing sense of sUpporting one
another. Korematsu lead IaWyer Dale Minami wrote of the two
efforts that "the direct relationship between the_coram nobis
petitions and redress became clear as the attorneys began to
appreciate the strength of their cases. By challenging these
convictions, the petitione‘rs were actually attacking the underlying
legality of the exclusion and imprisonment."123 Theré was a
dialogical‘.z qqél_ity to th’“e coris'ideraiiohrs;_ih the Courtfboni, and in the
Commission. It was not a simpl’e:or ordered relationship, but it was
a real one. 'I.'h‘e' héariﬁ'gs around thé country for tﬁé Commission in
1981 and the court hearings for coram nobis cases from 1983-1987
were all part of the exploration, research, and increased public
awareness about what happened during the war.

Another court case wove in and out of Redress activities

- during those years. In March 1983, the NCJAR brought a class-action
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redress suit on behalf of all survivors of the internment. There

were no legal connections between the NCJAR suit and the coram
nobis suits, but the lawyers kept in touch.124 There was also

contact with the JACL Redress campaign, although the lawyers for
Korematsu and Hirabayashi were very concerned not to identify the
coram nobis cases too closely with JACL, and declined to participate

in a strategy meeting which Min Yasui had planned to coincide with
the national JACL convention in August 1982.125 Neither of the

other two petitioners was involved with JACL, »and their lawyers
largely wanted to stay clear of any identification with the partisan
politics of Redress organiz'ations. Dynamics of connections and o
boundaries were both at work. Commenting on the value of the

coram: nob‘i,s cases in April 1982, Yasui wrote in notes to the Pacific

Citizen, the JACL newspaper, that there was tremendous potential
value in the success of the cases for the Redress movement, and no
real damage if they did not succeed:

If the effort is successful, and if the Supreme Court
reverses its decision . . . it will be established that the
federal government acted illegally in ordering and
carrying out the evacuation in 1942. Congress then
would have a legal obligation to provide restitution to all

- those who suffered losses as a result of General DeWitt's
evacuation orders. At the present time, we do not have a
legal claim against the U.S. government; we have only, at
the present time, a moral claim.
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On the other hand, if the coram nobis proceedings are
unsuccessful--the obstacles are enormous, and prospects
are not bright--perhaps it could be rationalized that
we're no worse off. The odds appear to be long against
us. But, we are determined to mount this legal challenge
through the courts . . . .

Meanwhile, we will be much concerned with, and will
certainly assist, CWRIC in establishing an official record
of the evacuation process. We will also do our utmost to
assure that the recommendations of CWRIC will provide
for monetary compensation and other appropriate

remedies.126

When the_Pacific Citi}.en article was published, Peter Irons
wrote to Yasui, sending him the first draft of the coram_nobis
petition's main body. Irons wrote that he had not seen the article,
but had heard about it, and |

- What I'm somewhat concerned about from these
reports, which may not be accurate, is that this project
shouldn't get tied to any one organization or perspective
on the redress issue. For example, | sent my February
memo to Bill Hohri who mentioned it favorably in his
NCJAR newsletter. | hope he and his group will join us,
and | certainly wouldn't want differences over the

redress issue to arise in this effort.127

The draft of the coram nobis petition began with a backgrourid of the
decision to intern Japanese Americans. The body of the petition

provided the basis for. a decision as to whether there was "both
-j's'ingly and in cumulative effect, a 'fundamental error' at trial."128

Describihg the conditions. of the decisions in fifty-six pages, and the
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ways in which new evidence proves willful suppression of evidence
both in the decision for internment and in the prosecution of the
cases, the petition concludes:

Petitioners submit that the disclosure in Government
records, only recently available, of the suppression of
evidence on these crucial points of espionage and loyalty
constituted a deprivation of their rights to fair trials.
This evidence was available to the Government both at
the time of the trials of the Petitioners and on appeal.
Its withholding from Petitioners and from the courts
constitutes a fundamental error; and thus justifies the

granting of these Petitions.129

Due to the connection and power of' the proof of "fundamental
error," Yasui was convinced that there could be great effect of
successful cases on the Redress movement. He remained rather
pessimistic, however, about the case’s chances for success. Yasui
had a. strong tendency to focus on what would help out the JACL
Redress campaign, and to think in terms of how the connections
would or would not serve the organization and its goalé in imme-
diate Redress goals. Yasui wrote in a memo on June 19, 1982:

At some point in the future, the relationship of the JACL
~ to these coram nobis proceedings must be defined and
determined. Ultimately, the chances for success in these
proceedings do not appear to be good, and therefore |
have not requested JACL to become involved. The
outcome of these cases, however, may have a profound

-effect upon the JACL redress efforts.130
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As he )coﬁsidered'on’paper“ in various forums the possibility of

success _fzor coram_nobis proceedings, Yasui made notes after a

, conVersatjon With' Dale Minam_i'. Yasui noted that it would be
"exceedinply difficult for lower courts to over-rule the U.S. Supreme
Court," buét

' Minami suggests that theory would be that the

- prosecution failed to perform its responsibilities, and
- did suppress material evidence--and that therefore the
- decision of the U.S. Supreme Court was based on faulty

. fact. . . .Not the fault of the court!13]
Yasui re’qu'gsted that Frank Chuman be co-counsel along with Peggy
Nagae in the case.132 Chuman had proposed and explored the option

of coram nobis several years before it actually became possible -

through thé new evidence uhcovered in the 1980s. Yasui expressed
gratitude to him fqr his long-standing work and research in these
areas, brea’\king opén possibilities that came to fruition in unexpéc-
ted ways att the same time as enormous strides were being made in
Redress. ‘ |

Because all three branches of government shared responsi-
bility fdr tﬁe wartime internment, the Redress and cor_ah nobis
movementsi sought, as their broadest goals, to confront all three
aspects of failure under pressure to maintain just treatment of U.S.

citizens. Coram nobis was viewed in a variety of ways by people
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who differed politically while having varying degrees of interest and
participation in various aspects of the Redress movement. Peter
Irons commented that

the coram nobis effort was seen by all who took part as
only one prong .of a broad-scale redress campaign with
three ultimate goals: legal vindication in the courts;
monetary compensation from Congress; and a statement

of national apology by the president.133

At their best, various aspects of the Redress and coram nobis
efforts were able to draw in all the aspects of action and expertise
of those who took part on many fronts: at their worst, they were
divisive and bitter. Energy increased when cooperation.was flowing
well. One can sense the frustration in the correspondence record
when it was difficult to work across personal and political
differences. The common goals were strong and sustaining, but the
differences were also real and palpable, and sometimes extraordi-
narily difficult to negotiate.

The coram nobis team tried to keep out of redress politics as

much as possible, while at the same time many of them had intense
feelings about redress. Following are excerpts from a 1992 inter-
view with Peter Irons about the coram nobis cases, their relation-
ship tb redress, and some particulars of the individual cases. "PI"

" notes comments by Peter Irons, "I" by the interviewer:
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Pl: | was never officially part of any Redress
organization or effort: | tried in fact to keep out of
being identified with any particular organization , like
NCJAR, NCRR, JACL, because we didn't want to--and this
‘'was true of most of the coram nobis attorneys--give the
“impression that we were an adjunct to one of the
Redress groups.

-The judges had found that the internment, if not
unconstitutional, at least was--not only lacking, but the
government had committed fraud, and the fraud, in fact,
although legally significant, was also politically
significant. So, in that sense, we considered the coram

nobis as one part of the Redress movement.134

In discussion with Irons about the relative strength of the three
cases, | commented that there was a paradox in that Korematsu, who
was legally the most unaware and unsophlstlcated had the most
legally important case; then Hirabayashi, who of course had a wider
sociological and historical understanding; end then Yasui, who‘w'as
the only one legally trained.” Things seeﬁed to go in inverse order.
Yasui was the first one who acted, due in."part to his conviction that
if you don't register bfotest at the time of the offense you do not
have a point of entry later on. He entered the case with the intent to
have maximum Iegél effect, yet Yasui's case was never fully
resolved before his death, being made moet afterward. Korematsu's
“case was the first one heard. It differed in venue heard as well as

- judge from the other cases. That case was decided on a different

basis than the others since Korematsu was the only one who actively

i
'
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evaded, and then was arrested for evadihg rather than turning him-
self in or challenging curfew. Irons commented on the legal evalua-
tion of the importance of this first case fco be heard in 1983:

Pl: The basic strategy decision was first of all that
Fred's case raised the most significant_issue, the
internment _itself rather than._the curfew. Secondly, that
the Bay Area Attorneys for Redress was the group that
had done the most preliminary work, and that they're the
people | contacted first. Everything was organized from
San Francisco. When we started, in fact, we didn't even
have an attorney in Portland. :And, as it turned out, by
the time Min's case was heard in Portland there were
only two or three attorneys--Peggy, and Don Willner, and
one other person. Peggy was willing to.go ahead the way
we had in San Francisco just on the basis of court
argument. The people in Seattle, whom we considered
very stodgy legally wanted to have a full scale trial. As
it turned out later, that was an extremely good strategy,

but it took a lot more time (underlining added).135

Discussing the luck of the draw in terms bf judges, and the impor-
tance of jud_ges in controlling the context of the trial, the inter-
viewer (1) and Peter Irons (Pl) cohside'red ;the courtroom setting and
the comparative legal strategies-in the ca{ses:

I:(Judge Belloni) wouldn't even. allow people to stay, as |
understand it--if they were standing, he made them
leave. | ,

Pl: Right. Whereas Judge Patel made sure she got the
biggest courtroom in San Frandisco, and Judge Voorhees
even cleared out, let people sit in the jury box. ... .Judges
are complete rulers of their court. So, in a sense, my
attitude toward the Portland case was, truthfully, that it

i
|
;

7
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didn't bother me that it was over so quickly. | was never
a strong supporter of appealing the decision, because |
didn't think the legal grounds were very substantial. You
know, arguing that the judge abused his discretion is

very difficult. . .. The whole issue on the appeal was
whether it was in the judge's discretion to rule on the

government's motion rather than on the petition . . . let's
say we'd gotten a bad judge in San Francisco--like

Belloni--we might have just been out--with no recourse-
if the Judge had said, 'Well, you're both asking for the
same thing, the Government's been very generous' . . . that
was our fear, and fortunately it only happened in one of
the three cases. And from our perspective, really,
legally, the least significant case.

I: Because of the curfew bemg the main--what Min
opposed first .

Pl: Right, not only that, because in Gordon's case we
could also reach the internment issue, which we did.

I: Which was actually what he was arrested for, and then
after the fact the curfew was added, whereas Min was
arrested for the curfew.

Pl: Only the curfew . . . and also another factor is that the
Supreme Court did not write a substantial opinion on his
case.

I: It just tacked on to leabayashl in '43.

Pl:* Just a couple pages. The only |ssue that was
raised, the only reason an opinion was written at all, |

. think, was that the government had claimed or the judge
- had found. Judge Fee had found that he was not a U.S.

o ‘citizen, so they had to answer that. But it said nothing

about the curfew violation that hadn't been said in
_'Gordon s opinion (underlining added) 136

Yasui had always hoped that what Judge Fee had ruled on constitu-

~ tional issues during his initial 1942 trial would be upheld. But

Fee's decision, overruled and never seriously reconsidered, did not

|
|
}
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provi;ie the pqint of 'r‘eafﬁrmétion of whi:::h Yasui had hoped. "For
legal p'urpo.ses,‘it ne\/ér happéﬁéd."‘37

‘For legal purposes, there were many parts of Yasui's case
which were as if they had never happened. He broke only the curfew,
so in the prosecution of his case, it was as if the whole internment
that followed had never happened. Thére was no signiﬁcant opinion
‘written on his case, only tacked on to Hirabayashi's, so it was as if
no significant legal decision in his case ever happened. Because
Belloni did not read the case carefully, or truly consider the sub-
stantive issues raised in the petitioner's statement, it wa'_s as if the
seriousness of the broader arguments did not exist. There was tre-
mendous irony in Yasui's case becoming the most insignificant legal-
ly , easily dismissed, vtangled in appeal on technical issues, and
never reaching the substantive issues he so passionately wanted to
reach.

Still, the coram_nobis cases, as a whc}le, did a great deal to bring
greater pUinc awareness of the internment issues, further Redress
campaigns, and draw together a remarkabie legal and support team
whose lives were deeply affected by their participation in the cases.
Pe_ggy Nagae wrote that

Min Yasui was the consummate client, following all fny
recommendations. He once wrote and told me, 'Whatever
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you advise, | shall do my best to follow."' | perhaps saw a
different side to Minoru Yasui than others, and certainly
" different from what others expected | would see. After
all | was a generation younger than he and a different
gender. He was a lawyer with a strong background in
Constitutional law. And yet, from him, | felt that as a
Sansei | had something to contribute, and in my own way
| could help resolve the incarceration. The case gave me
a place and time to give back to the Japanese American

community, to my parents and their generation.138

Coram Nobis provided an important avenue of expression for the
lawyers as well as the petitioners. The cases connected to the
individual stories of the three men and the various strands of the

redress movement. Coram Nobis, Redriess“, and JACL as well as

. frenetic travel, consumed_Min Yasui's time and energy in the last
years of his life, (1983-86), as did exhaustion and ill health toward
the end of his life. Yasui continued to drive himself hard, write
copiously, argue vociferously, and,push himself to the limit for
Redress, up until the very end of his Ii‘fé. One of the hardest things -
for his lawyers.to see was the cése beéorﬁe'bogged udown in techni-
calities, realizing, as time wore on, that the petitioner was unlikely
to. survive until,the caée was resolved, andlv then, as happened, the
government would likely move to "moot" f_he case because, techni-
cally, it was a criminal case, and the criminal was nd longer alive.

~ Yasui's lawyer Peggy Nagae wrote:
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Personally my only regret about my work is that Min
was not here to share in the:justice that he pursued his
entire adult life. Minoru Yasui died on November 12,
1986, with his case still in progress. After his death,
the government moved for dismissal, and the Ninth
Circuit granted the motion. We challenged the dismissal,
arguing that the Yasui case should not die with the
_petitioner because the issues involved were much larger
than one individual's case. These issues had affected and
continued to affect the civil liberties for the entire
nation. Rejected by the Ninth Circuit, we petitioned the
Supreme Court to address the.case . . . the High Court
denied our petition. . ..

After five years and thousands of hours of work, the
case itself ended. While we had succeeded in vacating
his 1942 conviction, we had not succeeded in having the
Supreme Court acknowledge the injustice perpetrated by
the government when they suppressed favorable evidence

and altered other evidence. ] 3‘9

The last chapter, "The Postlogue,” will deal with some events
in the years from 1986-96, the decade after Yasui's'déath, including
the attempt to carry on his case. The -re;t of this chapter will
explore events in Yasui's life ih those last years, 1983-86, just
before his death. One major change that came in Yasui's life in
1983, as well as the opening of the corém’ nobjs cases, was his
retirement from the office of Executive.. Director of the Commission
on Community Relations of the City and 'Co'l'unty of Denver, on
September 30, 1983. Federico Pena won élection as Maydr of Denver

" in that year, and wanted to appoint someone else to the Executive
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Direct.or position, so Yasui was suddeﬁly'g retire.d. He was almost
sixfy-seven years old, having assumed the position. of exechtive
director of thé comimission at age fifty in 1967. It had been intense
and engaging work in which he continu_ed to be vitally involved

despite all his work and travel for Redress and coram nobis. On June

9, 1983, Yasui had surgery for an abdominal éortic aneurysm, but he
refused to take that into account in planning his schedule.

In the fall of 1983, freed up f%om his "day job," Yasui was able
to schedule travel at any time, to gci> anywhere in order to speak for
Redress, and he did. For the last years of his life he kept logs of his
daily activities which are staggering in their detail and reminiscent
of the accounting of his use of time and financial expenses which he
made to his father when writing home from collegé in Eugene. A |
Sampl_ing of one section of these Daily Logs, which he submitted for
~ reimbursements from November 1984 to May 1385, covers 124
~ pages. He notes the time he arose, how Ioﬁg he worked on each
broject or met with each person, how m,uch_ each meal or other
expense cost, letters written and mailed (including nhmber of pages
a‘nd cost of postage), and miles traveled. ' His letters were primarily
Redress-related, and he worked on draf;ing redress strategies,

~ writing, and meeting with people all over the country. A sample

day, 'Novevmber 1, ‘.1984',"h'as him writing and mailing.twenty-four
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individual ~Ietters. Travel Iegs for 1985 '_Iand the year of his death,
1986, ihdicate he traveled more freqtiently than he was home in
Denver. Notes about the progress of the coram_nobis appeal were
stuck into the files alongside the logs, Ilsts of letters and meetings,
and personal correspondence that was n[,",ever entirely free of travel
plans and Redress work. He would always include the most recent
need for support on the Redress bill, and with whom in what district
needed to be lobbied by constituents. Yésui stayed active and cur-
rent with all Ieglslatlve strategies mvolvmg the Japanese American
Citizens League-LeglsIatlve Education Commlttee (JACL-LEC; LEC, a
separate and distinct non-profit corporlatilon created in the course of

the Redress campaign), and with the status of his own coram nobis .

appeals. There was a "redress summit" meeting in the summer of
1985, attempting to communicate and: cqordinate activities. Legi-
slative Strategies and detailed itinerar‘ies continued to fill the files
through the last months of Yasui's life. He was still in correspon-

dence W|th his own and other_coram nobls attorneys about what was

happenmg in leabayashl s case, and wonderlng if ! somewhere down
the Ime, these cases may come together agam v 140 Even as the

cancer progressed and the prognosis did -net look good, weakening in

the last months of his life, he did not retreat from the connections
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and'strategies( which had so consumed fhe last years of his life. In
the summer of 1986, the last time that all the surviving Nisei
siblings.were 'togethér,' Miﬁ Yasui's si%ter Michi Yasui Ando received
her diploma from the Univeréity Sf Oregon, Eugehe. She had gradu-
| ated in 1942, but was not allowed to go to her own graduation
because it was after curfew. In that Iaét summer of his life, Min
Yasui was able to be together in Eugene with Chop, Michi, Robert,
Homer, Yuka, and many of the nieces and nephews who had enjoyed
stories and games, family and political mentoring, from Uncle Min.
»During' that same summer, Matsuyo Fujimoto, "Obasan", died, and
her ashes were interred in Hood River in August 1986. In order to
bring her remains home.td be buried beside Uncle Ren, Chop traveled
to Japan where she had lived the last years of her ninetyjnine. Min
Yasui came to Hood River for the funer'al.l It was the Iést time he

was in Hood River before he was buried there.
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CHAPTER VI
POSTLOGUE: "YOU CAN SEE THE MOUNTAIN FROM HERE," 1986-1996

While standing at Idylwild Cemetery in Hood River, Oregon, as
his beloved Obasan, Matsuyo Fujimoto, was buried there, Min Yasui
turned to the pastor at graveside and said, "When my time comes, |

want to be buried here. You can see the mountain from here. And
even when you can't see it, you know that it's there."1 Within four

months, his remains were buried there in the same corner of the
cemetery in view of the mountain. Actually, it is hard to see the
mpuntain from there, especially with the trees in full leaf. You have
to move in order to get a good view. | |

Min Yasui had to move a lot in order to get a good view of the
mountain, to keep in view the possibility of justice when it was so
drastically obscured. He never gave up. He did not stand in a perfect
place, but from where he stood he had the conviction that he could
see the mountain, and even when he could not see it he knew it was
there. It was a gift he had to give. He received the gift in the Hood
River Valley, and he had a firm conviction that he wanted to be

 returned there for his final rest.
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Alan Ota commented after Min Yasui's funeral that he might

have been voted when he left Hood River as "the man least likely to
return."2 It was unlikely that Yasui would have ever returned to live

there, but entirely fitting that he returned to be buried there.
Though his adult life was domiciled in Denver, Min Yas»ui was rooted
in Hood,‘ River, and much of his life's work was in reSponse. to being
uprooted ff;)m What he'learned there. Hood River's bea’uty took on an
importance in Yasui's life far more meaningful than location: the
graphic description of its glories waé not restricted to the
photographic. Hood River was a place holder for roots, home, effort,
opportunity, and for unshakable principles. It was a place to which
he intended to return horhe for his final rest, yet it was a place he
never lived continuously as an adult. It was a place and a power
which was given to him, and was taken from him. In that paradox
lies an impoftant part of his peculiar power and the yearning,
frustration, and ongoing complexity of his life's work.

In the last months of his life, Min Yasui khew his case would
likely die with him. It was his dying wish that every effort be made
to carry the case as far as it would go. He made that clear to his
family, his legal team, and to anyone around him who listened in the

last months of his life. At the funeral dinner of his aunt in Hood
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River, Yasui said, "l will not believe that justice will not be done,"
and impressed the hearer with the strength of his conviction.3

Those who were mQVed by his life and death wanted passion-
ately to continue the case as long as possible as well as to educate
as many as possible in the process. ‘In a draft of the petition for
¢Qntinuationf of__the case, Peggy Nagae wro'te:"’

This is not just a 40-year old misdemeanor, as the
government characterizes it. This is a monumental
precedent which affected deeply and irrevocably the
lives of a hundred.thousand Japanese-Americans, and a

~ countless number of friends and neighbors by sanctioning

the mass banishment of a single racial minority group.4

The legal drafts made the connection between the wartime
conviction and the denial of hearing of the case in the 1980s, and
argued passionately for why the case should still be considered:

The very government that denied Petitioner his
constitutional rights during World War 1l is the same
government that now seeks to deny him his right to a full
- and fair hearing. . . .The controversy is alive, and
justiciable. Indeed, the public interest in the
fundamental issues raised by this case demands that it
be resolved on its merits, in order to prevent future acts
of racial discrimination and governmental mlsconduct in
the name of "national security."
Petitioner's action must be allowed to continue .

until this great wrong has been righted, for the beneflt
of Petitioner, his family, those 110,000 Japanese
Americans denied their constitutional rights during the

war, and all other Americans.”
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The progress of the case was as follows: after the district
court granted the government motion and dismissed the petition in
1984, Yasui appealed his case to the circuit court where the appeal
was pending at the time of his death in November 1986. Shortly
thereafter, the government moved to dismiss the appeals.as moot,
and the Ninth Circuit granted the government's motiqn. On June 22,
1987, a petition was ‘submitted to the Supremé Court requesting

review of the Ninth Circuit's dismissal. That petition was denied,
and a brief for rehearing submitted.® The rehearing was denied in

December 1987.

Progress reports were sent by Homer: Yasui, on behalf of the
Minoru Yasui Memorial Fund. People who cared deeply about the
Yasui ‘case ,fpr personal as weII as political reasons Were vitally
concerned about its proceés, rhaking ddnations to keeb it alive. -
Legal 'stréte‘gy'otr possjbility of'éuccess aside, it was important to
continue as far as possible. In one of these progress reports, Homer
Yasui wfote: | | |

As | write this progress note, | have on my lap the brief
that Peggy Nagae submitted to the U.S. Supreme Court on
June 21, 1987, and | am sad. I'm sad because Min never
lived to see this day. . . . Neither did he live to see the
day when, | am am (sic) convinced, the 100th Congress is
going to pass a Redress bill. . . .But, as Min would surely
have understood and deeply appreciated, there are a
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whole lot of people out there who are now partisan to our
cause, which was his cause. Whether the Court denies
the writ, or whether it accepts it, we can all be proud
that we did not supinely say, "What's the use?"

We are not going to take the attitude of shoganai.

Dammit! We're going to go ALL the way!7

Letters from the Memorial Fund Committee, brochures from the
JACL, symposia, and meetings of various kinds continued to raise the

issue of Redress and support the continuation of Yasui's coram nobis

case-8 Unfinished Business, a documentary by Steve Okazaki about

the coram nobis cases, was circulated to help educate people and

raise awareness about the continued pursuit of Yasui's case.d

Newspaper and periodical articles told the stories of Yasui's life and
death, and his dying wish

to have this injustice corrected so that it would never
happen to anyone else. . . .The government should not be
allowed to sweep this under the rug as if it never
occurred. Min felt that a judicial declaration that there
was misconduct was crucial to undercutting the legal

_ precedent and setting the historical record straight.m

The United Methodist Church supported Yaéui's case and
Redfess, arguihg |n one of its publications that the case should not
be allowed to be made moot:

The US government has used many strategies and tactics
to avoid the shame and embarrassment of admitting the
error of the detention and incarceration policies. One of
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~'the most effective approaches has been the mooting of
legal cases by stalling long enough until the expiration of

~ statutes of limitations, or the deaths of several of the
plaintiffs, who are mostly senior citizens. That Minoru

~ Yasui died labeled a criminal and an ex-convict when his
very life exemplified the very best that America has to

offer is itself a crime that demands punishment.”

When the last briefs were filed, Peggy Nagae noted that it was with
a finality of farewell: |

We decided that everything anyone wanted to say must be
said now. . . .We have said what all of us felt important
to say in this most important opportunity. We have tried
to write what we thought Min would want to have

said. . . .Let us all visualize that Min finally receives the

justice he deserves. 12

For the Yasui family, for his lawyers, for many friends and
supporters, the failure of the case to be heard was an acuté’
disappointment. Each in his or her own way had to make sense of it,
what it might mean to carry on the fight in other dimensions. Holly
Yasui and Peggy Nagae both wrote movingly of that ongoing purpose.
When the Supreme Court denied to continue Minoru Yasui's case in
December 1987, Min's daughter Holly wrote that

We have made every effort, and Minoru Yasui's case did
indeed reach the Supreme Court. The Court has denied
itself the opportunity to correct one of its most
shamefully unjust decisions and has therefore
compounded that injustice. . . .Though | am angry and
frustrated, | know that we must accept the decision by
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the Supreme Court as my father did in 1943 ... as a
signal to redouble our efforts in the struggle for jus-
tice. . . .Every setback in his life served to renew his
commitment. And so the Court's ruling today urges us to
carry on with even greater vigor. . . .My father's case is
over, but his legacy continues. . . .He was so totally
committed to fighting injustice, in the broadest and
deepest sense. That was his real legacy. To fight, and to
continue to fight . . . to pursue justice and equality, in all
its forms: legally, politically, economically and

culturally. The struggle is ongoing and ever renewed.13

Peggy Nagae wrote Iater that month that

" This completes the direct legal phase of the case. . . .As

we go on with our lives, | hope we pause to remember the -

Yasui-case.. Min had the conviction and the vision to not
only proclaim a wrongdoing, but more importantly, to
take action on it. He put his own liberty and reputation
“at stake. 'If we can remember to do this in our own lives,

| am sure we will be enriched for the experience. 14

When Homer Yasui called with the news about the Supreme Court
refusal, he said tersely, "Well, there's no higher court--but God."15.

Some who cared deeply about Min Yasui's case and were moved
" by his commitment to justice have continued discerning what it
means to carry on his legacy. Selected events, papers, and produc-

tions of the past decade exemplify this ongoing activity:

1986-1996: Selected events of the past decade

November 12, 1986: Min Yasui's death, Denver
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December 5, 1986: Min Yasui's funeral in Hood River,
Oregon

Many commemorative tributes in cities around the
country '

January 7, 1987: Attorneys for the Yasui family filed
motions to continue Minoru Yasui's case

March 1987: Coram Nobis Symposium, Denver
Continued appeal to keep the legal case alive

September 17, 1987 HR 442 (Redress) passes U.S. House
of Representatives

December 1987: Final refusal to hear the Yasui case by
the Supreme Court

Summer 1988: General Conference Resolution of the

- United Methodist Church supporting Min Yasui's work for
" justice and the spirit of his coram nobis case (introduced

from Asbury United Methodist Church, Hood River)

'August 10, 1988: Signing into law of the Civil Liberties

Act of 1988
Redress passes and is enacted

October 31, 1988: U.S. Supreme Court disallows class
action suit Hohri et al. v. U.S,, filed by NCJAR

February 1989: (early) celebration of the fiftieth
wedding anniversary of Ray T. & Mikie Yasui, Hood River,
at Maija and Flip Yasui"s home

April 4, 1989: Death of Ray T. Yasui, Hood River

1989-1990: Holly Yasui, Peggy Nagae, and Barbara Bellus
Upp gather at Carson Hot Springs for several weekend
gatherings about Yasui and his meaning in their lives
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Fall 1989: Lise Yasui's video, A Family Gathering, is
produced and aired

November 21, 1989: Appropriations Bill signed that
converts redress into an entitlement program

March 28, 1990: "Min Yasui Day" declared by Oregon's
Governor Neil Goldschmidt,
Proclamation and celebration in Salem, Oregon

- August 1990: American Historical Association Panel on
Min Yasui
Dedication of statue of Min Yasui in Sakura Square,

Denver
Beginning of sorting papers at the South Williams house

October 1 9, 1990: The first redress payments are made

1990 and 1991: In Seattle, writing and productions of
"Unvanquished,” Holly Yasui's play about her father's case

Summer 1991: Paper presented on rhetoric of Yasui's
November 1942 Speech at Association for Asian
American Studies, Honolulu

-+ 1992: Many fifty-year occasions, including gathering at
Epworth United Methodist Church on the 50th anniversary
of Min Yasui's curfew violation =

Production of "Unvanquished" in Portland

© 1992-1993: Files at the Yasui home, 1150 South
Williams, Denver, are sorted and taken to the Minoru

 Yasui archives at Archives and Special Collections,

Auraria Library, Denver, Colorado, along with the papers
that Min Yasui donated there in 1984

Yasui family files at Oregon Historical Society
Publication of Stubborn Twig
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1992 and 1994: Resolutions at JACL National Conventions
about draft resisters

Recognition of the surviving draft resisters from Heart
Mountain, renewed discussion about different choices
made during the wartime internment

1996: Ten years since the death of Minoru Yasui

1997: "You Can See the Mountain from Here" written and
defended

- 1997-Present: Continued wrltlng, thunkmg, teaching, and
story telling

In "Response to Panel Papers" at the Pacific Coast Branch of the
American Historical Association in Salt Lake City, Holly Yasui wrote
of history and her father's vision and commitment to justice:

There are times when the telling and the doing come

together, when the telling of history becomes, in and of

~ itself, an act of conscience --as in this panel's work, as
“in the national Redress Hearings, and as in the coram

nobis cases. The bringing of light to facts that had been

omitted from historical record enabled a new
interpretation of what had been held as factual, a new
interpretation of history itself and a new consciousness
among the agents of history to affect it directly.

My father always insisted, emphatically and
dogmatically, that the Relocation and Redress are issues
in which all Americans have a stake--not just Japanese
Americans, not just sociologists, historians, attorneys,
but all Americans, all the people who live in this

country under the traditions and laws of this country.

16

| believe he was right in saying that we all have a stake in history,
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and this issue. It is an American issue; there are many ways of
seeing it andliving an ongoing commitment to opposing such
injustices. It seems that in Yasui's tireless fight for Redress and

his own coram nobis case, "before us again”, he defined his terms of

resistance in such a way that, was so rigidly patriotic as to reject
other kin’d§ of resistance. He joined in fig'htihg for Redress on terms
which wer.e strategically effective and won the dray--the praise of
loyalty, military sacrifice, and service of Japanése Americans in
World War Il. The rights and obligations of citizens held a central
place in his thinking and ac‘tion,vand he was not given to honor
different views. The terms on which. Redress was won were
remarkably similar to those on which Yasui defended his citizenship
in his 1942 speech. Just as in his 1942 speech, Yasui continued
holding throughout his life, in his own stubborn and tenacious way,
to the values that had coherence to him, to be true to them to the
very best of his ability. For Min Yasui in his later life, the possi-
bility of arguing the same basic blend of affirmation and resistance
which he held to in wartime was an opportunity which was both

- amazing and exhausting. The movement for legislative Redress and
the reopening of the cases to bé "before us again" provided a forum
for the crisis of his youth and his life's work to come together.

Yasui was deeply committed to raising his voice to the best of his
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ability in order to prevent a future recurrence of restriction and
incarceration of U.S. citizens on the basis of ancestry.

It has been my privilege and struggle as the pastor who stood
by him at his aunt's. graveside, preached his‘funeral in Hood River,
and shared the commitment, exhilaration and disappointment of
those who desired to carry on his case, to work on the research,
archival sorting and transfer, and writing of his wartime experience
and his work in Redress and coram nobis. This is not the end of what
| have to learn and to say about his life. For me, Yasui's expérience
and witness have been a compellihg window on the limits of our
nétid_nal cdnimifment to equélity under the law, the responsibility as
well as the ;:ost' of calling -atte.ntion to those limits, and the risk
inherent in coming to voice and action.

Just as the pre-sentencing spee'chvin 1942, discussed at length
in Chapter Ill, turned up throughout'Yasui's life in his ﬁleé, the
remembrances of the war years which he wrote for John Tateishi's |
1984 oral history of the internment experience turned up in other

places and forms, including a document ‘called "Thoughts on
Evacuation" which he shared with his daughter Holly and others.17

The conclusion of this account is a fitting ending to this work. Yasui

tells of a Nisei friend who told him that, if‘ the evacuation were to
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happen again, he would resist violently: "I'd shoot to kill, 1'd kill
anyone who tried to put me into one of those camps."1 8 Yasui had a

discussion with him about the power which would be brought in to
crush such individual resistance, and the friend replied,

1I'm not sure that the government would go so far as to
kill all of us, and if they did, there would be such a
feeling of revulsion, there would be the most distasteful

spilling of blood that such a process would be stopped. 19

Yasui reflects

As for myself, | believe | would passively resist
~ again, protesting all the way, but | cannot possibly
. conceive of taking the lives of other people to protect
' and preserve my rights. It would be far better to be
killed than to kill, because the person who might kill me
" might just as fervently believe that he's doing his duty
“ " as | would believe it to be wrong. Two wrongs can never
~ make it right. Perhaps, in that kind of death, rather than
" killing or being killed, there would be a far more
principled dying.

At any rate, my good and gentle Nisei friend, in
espousing violent resistance, gives us pause to think
again about what we would do if this sorry sort of thing
were to happen again. '
~ Now, forty years later, we are still struggling to find
means whereby this kind of thing can never happen again
to any group of people. Tremendous outrages were
inflicted upon.us. We cannot rest, we shall not rest until
we make every effort to assure that it shall never happen

“ again--so that my good friend, a man of law and of
principle, does not feel that he might have to pick up a -

rifle to defend his integrity as a human bemg.zo
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