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1942: Mass 
Internment of 
U.S. Citizens

In the aftermath of the attack on Pearl Harbor 
in 1941, a Presidential order was issued 
forcing over 110,000 Americans of Japanese 
descent into prison camps, including nearly 
70,000 U.S. citizens.



1942: Mass Internment of U.S. Citizens

• Not accused of any crime, these citizens and their families were 
imprisoned behind barbed wire, guarded by armed soldiers. 

• Many of the internees lost their homes, their farms, their businesses, 
and their personal property—never to be recovered. 

• Many were relocated thousands of miles away from their West Coast 
homes, some as far as Arkansas in the Jerome and Rohwer relocation 
centers. 

• This book recounts the personal stories of former internees of Jerome 
and Rohwer. 



The James M. Imahara Family 

• Highly successful farm owner and businessman in Florin, California, 
James Imahara was a leader in the Japanese American farming 
community. His oldest son was Walter M. Imahara.

• In May, 1942, the Imahara family was forced to leave their home, 
abandoning their farm business and all of their personal property 
except what they could carry with them. 

• The family was moved to the “Fresno Assembly Center,” and forced to 
live in former horse stalls for five months, before forcible relocation to 
the Jerome Relocation Center in Denson, Arkansas.



Book of Personal Recollections of Internment

Former internee Walter Imahara explains 
how this book came about…

[Video clips from Legacies and Lunch presentation to Central Arkansas Library System, 
December 1, 2021; Heather Zbinden, Outreach Coordinator]





Background: Racial and Ethnic Enmity 

During the early 1900s, thousands of 
Japanese immigrants arrived on the 
West Coast, and developed extremely 
successful farming communities.



Background: Racial and Ethnic Enmity 

The Imaharas were one of those 
successful farming families…





Background: Racial and Ethnic Enmity 

A combination of jealousy and lingering 
racial and ethnic hatreds combined to 
create intense anti-Japanese sentiment 
among many Caucasian Americans…





Japanese-American business owner proclaiming his American citizenship



Pearl Harbor, and Executive Order 9066

Following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor 
on December 7, 1941, a pressure campaign 
developed to remove all Americans of Japanese 
ancestry away from their West Coast homes. 
Finally, in February 1942, President Roosevelt 
signed Executive Order 9066.











There were more than 100 
exclusion orders, covering all 
parts of California, Oregon, and 
Washington…



Nearly 70,000 American citizens—over 110,000 persons in all—were forced to abandon 
their homes and property, and were forcibly imprisoned behind barbed wire, far from their 
homes, under armed guard...



Imprisonment in Temporary “Assembly Centers”

The first stop for the new prisoners was one of 
15 “Assembly Centers,” mostly converted 
racetracks and fairgrounds, with abysmal living 
conditions—thousands were forced to live in 
converted horse stables!



Horse Stall at former Tanforan Racetrack



Horse Stalls at former Tanforan Racetrack



Converted Horse Stalls at Tanforan Assembly Center



Converted Horse Stalls at Tanforan Assembly Center



Guard Tower at Fresno 
Assembly Center









Chopping wood at Jerome Relocation Center, for firewood, furniture, etc.



Drainage ditches with 
make-shift bridges at 
Rohwer Relocation Center



Standing on a makeshift 
bridge across a rain-
filled drainage ditch at 
Jerome Relocation 
Center



Communal Showers at Fresno Assembly Center





Communal mess hall at Jerome Relocation Center





Internee electricians (left), and visiting family member (in uniform), on leave



Internees served as Rohwer police force, under direction of  Caucasians



Hospitality Center: Teenage internees hosted visiting Japanese-American soldiers from local Army base 



Sister Flora Imahara with embroidery made during internment

1946

2000





After the War: Camps closed, prisoners released

After the closure of the camps, there was a 
difficult adjustment period for all of the former 
internees. Lingering resentment against 
Japanese Americans made everyone’s life 
difficult for many more years to come.











Graduate of Southwestern Louisiana Institute, Lafayette, Louisiana, 1960



1959 National Collegiate Weightlifting Champion



First Lieutenant Walter M. Imahara, U.S. Army



Pan-American Champion Weightlifter, 1967



The Imahara family started a garden center and landscaping business in Baton Rouge, Louisiana



President of the National Landscape Association, 1996



World Masters Weightlifting Champion, 1994 



Pan American Masters Weightlifting Champion, 1997 



New Japanese American garden at Hemingbough in St. Francisville, Louisiana















Imahara Family monument in Hiroshima, Japan



Unpacking  monument after shipment from Japan to Louisiana



Imahara Family monument in permanent home at Hemingbough in St. Francisville, Louisiana



Imahara Family monument in permanent home at Hemingbough in St. Francisville, Louisiana





Sister Lily Imahara Metz at Rohwer Memorial



Rohwer Cemetery Memorial



Rohwer Memorials





Japanese-American Internment Museum, McGehee, Arkansas



Star Trek Actor George Takei was interned in Rohwer during the War



The Former Internees Campaigned for Redress

For decades after the War, former 
internees and their families persisted in 
demanding an apology and compensation 
from the U.S. government for their unjust 
imprisonment and loss of property.



The Former Internees Campaigned for Redress

Finally, in 1990, the apology and partial 
compensation arrived…







James Imahara—Walter’s father—reads the letter of apology from Pres. Bush





Available at Lulu.com





Available at Amazon.com



Summary, and Lessons Learned

In 2022, it may be hard to believe that almost 
100,000 American citizens were once rounded 
up and imprisoned with no suspicion of having 
committed any crimes, purely based on their 
ethnic background—and that many lost nearly 
all their property and possessions.



Summary, and Lessons Learned

But it did happen, and drew wide 
support at the time.

Could it happen again? 

And if so, to whom?




