
BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY: Alice Mitsuyo Watanabe 

 

Alice Mitsuyo Watanabe, one of four children, was born in 1920 to Tatsuzo and Koo Oka, immigrants 
from Kagawa-ken, Japan. At the time of her birth, her parents owned and operated a millinery shop in 
Downtown Honolulu. 

As the popularity of hats waned, the Okas supplemented hat sales and hat-cleaning services with the sale 
of fishing supplies. Retiring from business in 1933, the Okas supported themselves with income from 
cottage rentals and carpentry for the Dole Pineapple Company.  

With the exception of a year-long stay in Japan in the mid-1930s, Alice Watanabe’s youth was spent in 
Honolulu. She attended the Beretania Mission, Central Grammar, Kauluwela Elementary, and Central 
Intermediate Schools. She received her high school diploma from St. Andrew’s Priory in 1938.  

Following graduation, Alice Watanabe received nurses’ training at St. Francis Hospital in Honolulu and 
St. Luke’s Hospital in San Francisco. With only six more months of training to complete, World War II 
interrupted her studies. St. Luke’s, however, granted her a graduate nurse’s certificate and arranged for 
her to take her state board examination later. 

In May 1942, she was held at the Walerga Assembly Center, north of Downtown Sacramento. Almost 
two months later, she was incarcerated at Tule Lake War Relocation Center.  

At both camps, she worked as a nurse; at Tule Lake, she met and married Tetsui Watanabe. 

Sponsored by Dr. Paul Hodges, the couple was released in April 1943. They first went to Chicago; then 
Ann Arbor, Michigan; and finally, Joliet and Frankfort, Illinois, before returning to Hawai‘i.  

Alice Watanabe returned to Honolulu in 1946; her husband, in 1947.  

She and Tetsui Watanabe raised five children. At Kapi‘olani Community College, she also educated 
scores of nursing students. 

Alice Watanabe passed away on January 2, 2010. 
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Tape Nos. 55-1-1-09 and 55-2-1-09 

ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW 

with 

Alice Watanabe (AW) 

Honolulu, Hawai‘i 

September 14, 2009 

BY: Michiko Kodama-Nishimoto (MK) 

 

MK: This is an interview with Alice Mitsuyo Oka Watanabe. This is the first session on September 14, 
2009, in Honolulu, Hawai‘i. And the interviewer is Michiko Kodama-Nishimoto. 

  Now, we really appreciate your setting aside the time for us to come and visit you today. And 
what we’ll do is, we’ll do your life history and we’re going to start from the beginning. So, first 
of all, what year were you born? 

AW: I was born in 1920. 

MK: And where were you born? 

AW: I was born at 54 North Beretania Street in Honolulu. 

MK: And I know that your mother, Koo Terawaki Oka, and your father, Tatsuzo Oka, had four 
children together. 

AW: Yes, that’s right. 

MK: What are their names? 

AW: Their names are my sister, Chiyoko, that passed away about a month after birth, then I have my 
brother Sam [Tatsuo] Oka, and Jack [Hiroshi] Oka, and myself. 

MK: And how far apart are you and your brothers in age? 

AW: With Sam, I’m ten years younger, and with Jack, I’m four years younger. 

MK: You were the baby of the family. 

AW: I am the baby of the family. 

MK: Now, we’re going to talk about your mother, Koo Terawaki Oka. Now, what have you heard 
about her family background way back in [Hiroshima Island] Japan? 

AW: [AW speaks about the Okas.] Well, I believe the Heike clan lost to the Genji clan. The Heike clan 
ran—well, to hide from the Genji clan, they sort of ran away to the islands in the Inland Sea of 
Japan. My ancestors landed in the island called Hiroshima, and it was in between Okayama-ken 
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[prefecture] and Kagawa-ken. They were closer to Okayama-ken, but the ocean, the sea, was 
rather rough between the islands. We were, supposedly, you know, Kagawa-ken more than 
Okayama-ken. 

MK: I see. And, you know, on this Hiroshima Island, basically, what kind of livelihood did the family 
have? What did they do to support themselves way back when? 

AW: Well, they [Okas] were mostly fishermen or farmers. We have a compass that my great uncle left, 
and it seems like they used to be the. . . . What do you call that now? The coast guards because 
there were so many pirates that were in the Inland Sea of Japan, you see. I do have that one 
[seafaring] compass with a Japanese flag and everything. And we did have some property, so they 
loaned out the lands that they had—you know, the fields and the mountains—to people that did 
not have any land. They were sort of landowners, because they settled there quite a long time ago. 

MK: So when your mother spoke about her parents [Shigezo and Yuki Terawaki], what did she tell 
you about her parents? 

AW: Well, actually, she only had about two or three [years] of schooling at the teragoya [temple 
school]. Her grandmother and mother went to some kind of class where they had this, they called 
that the. . . .  

MK: Oh, is that Onna Daigaku [The Greater Learning for Women]? 

AW: Onna Daigaku. Very few, very few people actually—women—went through that. My father, you 
know, was always telling me that, “Oh, those women were so wise, in spite of their lack of 
training.” 

MK: I remember seeing something [a family history] about your mother and grandmother sharing 
kotowaza, or proverbs. What kind of proverbs did they share with you? 

AW: Well, “Kawaii ko ni wa tabi wo saseyo (If you love your child, let the child travel alone to foster 
independence.)” is something that she said. 

MK: What kind of things were they trying to emphasize . . . 

AW: Some of the things that she said to me was, you know, in Japanese—I can’t think of it right away, 
but— “Be very careful of whom you associate with or whom you befriend, because you’ll be 
judged by your friends. Be very careful,” as we grew up. Of course, she kept talking to my 
brothers about don’t bring shame to the family ever. I remember she telling me that she 
remembers her grandmother sending her uncle to that Russian war [Russo-Japanese War], you 
know, and she said, “Don’t ever disgrace our family. And I don’t expect you to come home. I 
don’t expect you to come home. Don’t bring disgrace to our family.” She turned around, I 
understand, and she cried, because she really didn’t mean that. You know, she wanted him [to 
survive], but just [said] that so that he will not do anything disgraceful. 

MK: And when we met earlier, you were saying that your mother also stressed things like on and giri 
[moral duty and obligation]. 

AW: Oh, yes. 

MK: If you could talk about that. What did she do to stress those things? 
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AW: On and giri. She always told us to don’t ever forget anything that people did for you, and be sure 
that we would do the same, too. 

MK: And did she ever share any of her thoughts on oya kökö [filial piety]? 

AW: Well, yes she did. But I think oya kökö, I learned that quite a bit from Japanese[-language] 
school. 

MK: And so, from your mom, it’s about not bringing shame to the family, on and giri. 

AW: On and giri, to always remember whatever people did for you. Oh, she told us about the hito no 
character [Chinese character for person]. You know, the character is leaning, see, so we have to 
depend on each other. We have to. Everybody in this wide world. Oh, and all the things that she 
had said, we weren’t listening to carefully, but it all came to pass, really. So I was a little bit more 
careful about my choice of friends. But it was after I had left the home and I went to the Mainland 
that all these things came to pass—all these things had happened.  

MK: So the proverbs stayed with you . . . 

AW: Whatever she [said]—stayed, you know, the proverbs and everything. 

MK: And, you know, you mentioned that she went to a teragoya, or a temple school. 

AW: She went to a teragoya, yes. 

MK: So about how much formal education could you notice in her reading or her writing or anything 
like that? 

AW: Well, I used to watch her. I used to watch her when I used to get up in the middle of the night and 
I used to see her studying from my books. I used to see her. She was doing her ABCs and 
studying.  

MK: So she was trying to learn her English. 

AW: She was trying to learn English, and Japanese, too, because she did not have too much of a 
Japanese education, either. But she was reading and studying. 

MK: And I know that when you were growing up, you later learned how to sew and some of the things 
that the Japanese girls of your time were learning. But when you look back on your mother’s 
times, what kind of training did she have in learning how to sew, or cook, or any of those 
household things? 

AW: Well, she had a grandmother that stayed at home and had to take care of her three brothers, 
younger brothers, so she helped her quite a bit. But so, she spoke quite a bit about her 
grandmother, because her mother was out in the fields, in the hatake. So actually, she wasn’t 
much of a student. She wasn’t much of a student, she said, and she regretted that. But it’s 
because, I think, her mother and grandmother, you know, had a good teragoya, you know, 
schooling, and they somehow learned that Onna Daigaku. Did you hear of someone else that 
[learned from Onna Daigaku]? 

MK: Not very often. So that’s very interesting. 

AW: That’s where my grandmother and my great grandmother [learned the proverbs]. 
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MK: So that influence kind of got passed on through the generations. 

AW: I would say my mother and my [grandmother]. . . . Yeah. My mother was helping my 
grandmother. My mother was helping her take care of the brothers, so she used that as an excuse 
for not continuing [a formal education]. I don’t think she even went though the teragoya. I think 
she just had just a few years, but somehow she learned her ABCs. I know she was practicing that.  

MK: And then now, we go over to your father’s side, Tatsuzo Oka, what have you heard about his 
family background? 

AW: [Oka family background was discussed at the beginning of this interview.] He spoke very highly 
of, especially, his in-laws. But of course, my father lost his mother [Katsue, wife of Shiusuke 
Oka] when he was about fourteen or so. He had to take over the [family responsibilities]. He got 
married at age sixteen, I believe.  

MK: So he went into adulthood pretty fast.  

AW: Fast. Oh, yes. Uh-huh [yes]. 

MK: And what do you know about his education or occupational training? 

AW: Well, he went though the teragoya. Teragoya is just to about sixth grade. But he used to write 
beautiful letters with sorobun [an old epistolary style], because my Okinawan friend told me, 
“Don’t laugh about it. Those were the court language.” You know, so-ro-bun, because someone 
showed me a letter that he wrote to them, thanking them. And he said, “I can hardly read it, 
because it’s such a difficult [writing style]. . . . ” It’s almost Chinese. 

MK: They say that sometimes it’s like looking at grass writing. 

AW: That’s right, that’s right. I think he must have studied on his own, yeah, because he went as an 
apprentice to Okayama. And as I told you before, he was almost a craftsman in that carpentry 
area, because he used to make shrines without nails, because we had one at home. I really don’t 
know what had happened to it during the war [World War II], but. You know, he was very, very 
handy with his hands, I know. He made a lot of things. He made tansus [chest of drawers]. 

MK: So he became sort of like a wood craftsman. 

AW: That’s right. 

MK: He built things without nails . . . 

AW: Without nails. 

MK: . . . including the implements he used for the butsudan [family Buddhist altar]. 

AW: Yes, yes, yes. 

MK: So that’s a highly skilled crafts field . . . 

AW: Yes, it is, yes, yes. So he made so many furnitures that I remember. I wish we had kept them. 

MK: So even when he came to Hawai‘i, he still had those items? 
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AW: Yeah, uh-huh [yes]. 

MK: You know, before he came to Hawai‘i, I remember he had a first marriage to Tora Maesaki, and a 
child was born. And then Tora, his first wife, passes away.  

AW: Passed away, yeah. 

MK: And so, he had a second marriage, to your mother [Koo Terawaki] . . . 

AW: To my mother, who was Tora’s cousin. 

MK: I was curious about the circumstances on how that happened. 

AW: Oh, well, it happened because he had to marry very young because his mother had just passed 
away just when he was age fifteen. And he got married. Then somebody had to take over the 
[Oka family]—because his Uncle Sasuke had passed away, too, in the meantime. So with his 
uncle gone, why, he had to be the head of the household. He had to get married so that someone 
would take over what his mother used to do after the uncle had passed away. So, he had his first 
child quite young, as you can see, in my genealogy. But then she [first wife, Tora] passed away 
after having my sister—I think her name was Katsue, if I’m not mistaken. My father decided that 
she [Katsue] should, you know, get married to her cousin [Chozo Maesaki] so that, you know, 
kept all this within the family. 

MK: Interesting. 

AW: Yeah. So he [Tatsuzo Oka] didn’t know her too well, but [in 1901] he married my mother [Koo 
Terawaki]. He came to Hawai‘i [in 1902], alone, and worked for his sister’s brother-in-law, Mr. 
[Kunnosuke] Isoshima, that started the Japanese—the Isoshima Hat Store. And, of course, it was 
a forerunner of the Japanese Bazaar on Fort Street.  

MK: Well-known local store. 

AW: Very well-known local store. Of course, just about that time my dad came from Japan and worked 
for the Isoshima Hat Store. And then they decided to set him up with a hat store near Chinatown. 

MK: You know, before we get into that, we know that your father arrived in Honolulu in about 1902. 
And then he called your mother over. She came in around 1908, and I was wondering, what had 
you heard from your mother or father about those years when Mom was left back in Japan and 
Father came here alone? 

AW: I believe he stayed with the Isoshimas. 

MK: So he was residing with the Isoshimas while he was working at their store. 

AW: Isoshimas. Actually, yeah, with the [Kinshiro and Taki] Kagawas. That was Ted’s grandmother—
Ted Tsukiyama’s grandmother [Taki Oka Kagawa].  

MK: So when your mother, after your father came to Honolulu, and the Isoshimas helped him set up a 
store. 

AW: A store on Beretania Street. This is 54 North Beretania Street, right across from the 
Beretania. . . . It used to be the Beretania Park, but right now it’s the Beretania and Smith parking 
[lot]. The parking area. . . .  
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MK: Oh, that’s where it is. 

AW: Yeah, that’s where it is. 

MK: Now, it was about 1915 that your father started his shop. Now what did you hear, if anything, 
what did you hear about that store in the very early days, because you weren’t born till 1920, but 
have you heard any stories about that store? 

AW: Not really. I don’t remember that. . . . Except that I have lots of neighbors [in the Beretania Street 
area], very colorful, interesting neighbors that, you know, they’re from all over. From 
Fukushima-ken to Niigata-ken and Hiroshima, Yamaguchi. We had quite a—it was like one of 
those long houses, what they call it now. 

MK: Nagaya [Row house]. 

AW: Nagaya. You know, I was always trying my best to get in to play with the girls from our 
neighborhood. They had so many sisters and they were so partial to their own younger sister. I 
was always told to be the baby, and I did not like that at all. So I gave them a bad time about that. 
Because every now and then, I would upset the whole goza, the mat that they had made. All the 
[make-believe] ogochisö [delicious foods] from the mud and sand and things like that, and leaves, 
you know.  

So I had quite a [diverse neighborhood]. . . . I just appreciated that. At that time I didn’t, but later 
on, I had appreciated that because I was able to understand all these different dialects, you know.  

MK: How did your mom and dad manage with all the different dialects in that area you folks lived? 

AW: Well, my dad didn’t speak too much, but my mother was very friendly with everybody. And she 
used to, I used to see her switch over when the Japanese school teacher came. She would just 
switch right over. She used to listen to the [Kunnosuke and Michi] Isoshimas, and Mrs. Isoshima 
used to be a court interpreter, you know, in those days—English interpreter, she used to be. I 
think she was Mrs. Michi Isoshima. I don’t remember so much, but I see pictures of her every 
now and then in our family album.  

MK: So sometimes your mom would speak . . . ? 

AW: Oh, she could switch right over. She would say, you know, “Ohayö gozansu!” to the Hiroshima 
neighbor, and then when Mrs. Isoshima came around, she would say, “Ohayö gozaimasu.” She 
would switch to the Tokyo [way of speaking].  

MK: And I believe that you were telling me that you were a little girl and you played with the little 
girls in the neighborhood, sometimes your mom would try to help out with your relationship with 
the other girls. What did your mom do? 

AW: Well, she used to, you know, I hate to say this, but she used to kind of try and bribe them by 
giving them sticks of gum and candies, and so they had to tolerate me. (MK laughs.) But then I 
used to do some naughty things, because I was so frustrated about having to be a baby all the 
time, and I wanted to be the onë-san [older sister] sometimes.  

MK: And also, you grew up in a family where you only had brothers. 

AW: I only had brothers, yeah. 
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MK: So how did that affect your behavior, being with boys? 

AW: Being with boys? 

MK: With your brothers. 

AW: Well, I didn’t even pay too much attention to them, because they were always teasing me.  

MK: How much did you play with your brothers? 

AW: Well, I didn’t play with them too much, because they were, half of the time, they were teasing 
me.  

MK: And I know that originally, the family was at 54 North Beretania . . . 

AW: Beretania Street. 

MK: . . . but later, about 1926, or so . . . 

AW: When Smith Street was—what do you call that now? They opened up Smith Street to go through, 
cross to the Beretania Street.  

MK: That’s when the shop moved to 70 North Beretania? 

AW: That’s when the shop moved from 54 North Beretania to 70 North Beretania Street. 

WN: Is that going mauka side or makai? 

AW: Oh, it went up from makai side to mauka side. More towards Vineyard Street. 

WN: Oh, okay, towards Vineyard. So your first shop at 54, was more toward . . . 

AW: Yeah, it was more towards Nu‘uanu. More towards Nu‘uanu, Downtown. 

WN: Okay, right, I see. 

AW: More towards B.K. Yamamoto and Iida. 

MK: So when you folks moved to 70 North Beretania, what did your shop look like? I’m curious, what 
did the Oka Hat Shop look like at 70 North Beretania Street? 

AW: You know, it was identical, because, you know, my dad was a carpenter. So he just made a—
what do you call that now?—a mezzanine. I remember playing in a mezzanine.  

Then the first recollection that I have of my childhood is getting up in the middle of the night and 
just being shocked because of the firecrackers on New Year’s Eve. And with the Chinese 
neighbor, you know, neighbors, oh, my goodness, it was like a war zone those days. I remember. 
That’s one of my earliest recollections.  

Another thing that I remember so well there was we were closer to this [Beretania] Mission. It 
was a red-and-white brick building, and it was the largest building that was built around that area. 
And the first, you know, Caucasian person that I met was Mr. Leigh Hooley. I’m quite sure 
you’ve heard about him, Mr. Leigh Hooley—Leigh Hooley.  
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MK: And when you say that his was the mission building . . . 

AW: The mission building. 

MK: . . . what was the mission? 

AW: They had a preschool, kindergarten. I don’t know whether it was a preschool or a kindergarten, 
but they did have a kindergarten. I wanted so badly to go to school with the girls that were about 
maybe about a year or two older than me. But since there were so many of us, they just wouldn’t 
let me in. But I would go anyway. I would go anyway, because, you know, I didn’t want to stay 
home with my brothers and their friends. I wanted to be with the girls so badly. So finally, they 
allowed me to go. Actually, it started from kindergarten, but I had preschool because they 
wouldn’t take me in the elementary school, right? I had to be a certain age. I had about two years 
of preschooling at that mission. I don’t know what they called it. We called it the mission. 

MK: And then besides that mission building, what else was near that 70 North Beretania? 

AW: I can remember right across from the mission was the Ideal shop [Ideal Market]. That was like a 
mom-and-pop store that had everything, including the first soda fountain that I’ve ever seen 
around that area. And right next to the Ideal shop was this Japanese bathhouse.  

MK: Would you remember frequenting the Japanese bathhouse? 

AW: Every single night, every single night with my dad. 

MK: What did you folks take with you to go to the Japanese [bathhouse] . . . 

AW: Oh, there was a little basket with soap, towel. And of course, we used to use that to wash and we 
used to wring it out real tightly. No bath towel those days, so we just used to dry ourselves. 

MK: So you had the Ideal shop, where you had a fountain, you had the Japanese furo-ya. What else 
was around that area that you remember? 

AW: Oh, there was a motor shop that had motor supplies, you know, because I was just kindergarten 
age and I don’t exactly remember anything. But it was sort of called like Smith Street Motor 
Supply [Smith Auto Supply], I think it was. 

MK: And then, again, when you were living . . . 

AW: That’s towards Pauahi Street. 

MK: When you were living there, the business was there, and you folks were living upstairs. What did 
the upstairs look like, the living quarters? 

AW: Well, we had a mezzanine, and we had like a trap door going up to the second floor. And then my 
neighbors were very colorful. They were all these Chinese men, single men. We had Hawaiian 
families, and we had some Filipinos coming in. So I had Filipinos, Hawaiian, Chinese neighbors. 
Oh, my mother used to, she would speak pidgin—you know, Shin-san. Shin-san [Mr. Shin] is 
Chinese. And she tell him, “Shin-san,” she said, you know, “I fixed your sode [sleeve]”—you 
know, she would speak Japanese to them—“for you.” She said, “Too much, no good.” You know 
like that, all English, Japanese, and everything—Chinese—all mixed up. So, you know, I had 
quite an interesting time. 
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MK: And then your actual living quarters, I’m curious, what did it look like upstairs? 

AW: Upstairs, I can only remember beds. I remember the two trunks that my folks brought over from 
Japan, and she had all her things in the trunk. Whatever happened to it, I really don’t know, 
but . . .  

MK: Now, with the two boys, yourself, and your parents . . . 

AW: Yeah, we had two rooms. The boys had the front room by Beretania Street, on Beretania Street. 
And then we were more, you know, towards Kukui Street side. Just two rooms upstairs. 

MK: And how about the cooking facilities? 

AW: Oh, the cooking facilities were downstairs. And then we had a sink and a bathroom to share with 
neighbors.  

MK: How about the laundry area? 

AW: The laundry area was done in the bath area. That was all . . . 

WN: We’re going to change tapes right now. 

AW: Oh, okay. 

END OF TAPE NO. 55-1-1-09 

 

TAPE NO. 55-2-1-09 

MK: This is tape two of session one. Now, before we move on, you were just telling us a story about 
how later on, your family moved to the McCully area, you happened to be at home, and of a 
conversation that you overheard of your mother, could you please just repeat that really 
wonderful story to us? 

AW: (Laughs) Well, I was at home because I had a cold and I was taking a nap. I could hear my 
mother greeting her friend, her Chinese friend, and saying, “Oh, Ah Sing Mama-san.” You know, 
“Ah” is like san in Chinese. Ah Sing. And her name was Sing, Sing-something. But she said, “Ah 
Sing Mama-san,” because I used to call her Sing all the time. “Oh, Ah Sing Mama-san,” she said, 
“you too much ho‘okano, kyö,” Japanese. “You too much ho‘okano, kyö.” She said, “Mahea go?” 
And she was understood. 

  She [Mrs. Sing] said, “Oh. I go Downtown, little bit holoholo, and I go market, market—” you 
know, that ‘A‘ala Market—“go market, come home.” 

  Then, “Okay, bumbai I see you.” Bumbai I see you. Chinese lady, you know, her neighbor; 
bumbai, my mother’s telling her. “Ah Sing Mama-san, you too much,” you know, “ho‘okano,” all 
dressed up, ho‘okano. “Mahea go?” I tell you, you wouldn’t understand if you just happened to 
drop by without all this background. But see, I had all the background from Beretania Street. I 
used to hear all these languages, you know. 

  But then actually, when I went to San Francisco, one of the things that my mother told me was, 
“You know, the Japanese people on the Mainland, you have to be very, very careful because they 
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don’t talk our högen.” That’s dialect. “They don’t talk our dialect. Because what little English 
they know, I’m told that they speak very nicely. And so, you have to be very careful because 
we’re all mixed from Fukushima all the way up to Fukuoka. We can understand, but they won’t 
be able to understand.” So she told me to be very careful, because, see, by that time, I had that 
one year in Japan. She said that, “Because, you know why? They’re all going to speak the Tokyo 
dialect, the Tokyo-ben. So you have to be able to switch over.” Like she was able to switch over 
about three or four different languages. All, you know.  

MK: She was really good. She could switch her dialects. She could switch from Japanese to pidgin. 

AW: She could just switch from Japanese and all, so I called that the Hawaiian-Japanese pidgin. 

MK: You know, I was wondering, when you folks lived at 70 North Beretania, and you folks were 
doing the business—the hat store—what did your family sell in the store? 

AW: Oh, hats, of course, first. The Isoshimas had set them up. The Isoshimas, from their hat store, had 
graduated to the Isoshima [Japanese] Bazaar. So they said, “It’s a shame that we’re just letting 
this hat business go. Why don’t you go closer to Chinatown and we’ll put you up.” So they 
started the hat store for my dad. In the meantime, somehow, I remember my dad taking me down, 
passing B.K. Yamamoto and passing Iida Store. And we went closer to that—there was a fire—
Fort Street, that fire engine. 

WN: The fire station? 

AW: The fire station there, yeah. 

WN: Central Fire Station. 

AW: Yeah, Central Fire. Then Coca-Cola, somehow, you know, I remember my dad saying later on, “I 
wish I had bought stock into that Coca-Cola,” because in that building, he learned how to clean 
Panama hats. And so, in our hat store, he used to sell Panama hats, bands, and girls’ ribbons and 
things like that. I remember that. Then he went there [the Coca-Cola building] and he learned 
how to sew Panama hats. As I said, he was very good with his hands, being that he was quite a 
carpenter from Japan. 

MK: He would actually manufacture, make some of the hats that were sold? 

AW: He was making that. Yeah. Mm-hmm [yes]. I remember.  

MK: And when it came to the women’s hats . . . 

AW: So he used to clean the Panama hats for all the Uyeda Hat Store on Fort Street and Kishida Hat 
Store on Hotel Street, because I used to. . . . And there was a Love’s Bakery right close by. I used 
to remember going to run errands to get little crackers from Love’s Bakery there. It was right 
around Pauahi Street, if I’m not mistaken. Once [in later years], when I met the governor, 
Governor [George] Ariyoshi, I told him, “I heard about you being on Pauahi Street with your 
parents.” And he was so amazed that I had. . . . He said, “Oh, I remember a little of that, those 
days, too.” So he was there, too, and we played at the same park—you know, the Beretania Park. 

MK: You know, you mentioned like your father did the men’s—the cleaning of the Panama hats that 
he sold . . . 
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AW: He had the hat store, and of course, then people stopped wearing hats. But he had this hobby of 
fishing. And somehow, he was known to make pretty nice sampans. See, being that he was raised 
right there in the Inland Sea of Japan, he had some experience with carpenters around the 
neighborhood that were making boats, the sampan boats. Of course, you were too young to 
remember, but he used to have a sampan all the time, just anchored on River Street. I remember 
going down to the boat. He would go down and stay on the boat, and then he would just guide me 
[down footholds to the boat]. He would say, “All right, now turn around,” you know, from the 
wall. “Turn around. Okay, now one at a time, just very carefully, come on down. ” Then he used 
to row the boat and go take us out to around Pier 2 all the way from River Street, he’d go to Pier 
2. He used to fish in the Honolulu Harbor. So, he made use of his carpentry background, too. But 
what he did was, he said, “No, I’m going to stay in the hat business for a while.” But he went into 
the fishing supply business there for a while, too, my dad.  

MK: And what was your. . . . Your dad cleaned hats, he got into fishing supplies . . . 

AW: He used to make Panama hats, too. 

MK . . . he made the hats, he cleaned them. 

AW: Yeah, so I used to see all those hat-cleaning blocks, and he had a sewing machine. 

MK: And who would be working with the customers when they came into the store? 

AW: Oh, now that was very, very interesting, too, because being a store, I used to hear all sorts of 
things about the people coming in and complaining. And the thing was, that I heard him say once 
that somehow someone was saying, “My daughter is interested in a Hawaiian. I don’t like it.” 

  But then he said, “Oh, no. It’s all right, it’s all right.” Because he said, “If a child comes, your 
grandchildren can all go to Kamehameha School, and they can be firemen and they could be 
policemen.” And then once, I heard him say this: “Oh, so, your daughter is interested in a 
Korean? That’s all right. They eat with chopsticks. And anybody that eats with chopsticks, 
they’re Chinese and Korean, Japanese, it’s okay.” He would say those things. I used to listen to 
them because I had this mezzanine that I would just read comics or whatever I was doing [there], 
and I would hear people come in and talking to my dad.  

I think I had the most interesting, you know, upbringing. So as I went to the Mainland, my 
mother told me that, she said, “I tried to teach you so that you could speak with any haole. So 
remember. And also, I sent you to Japan where I think you could speak with anybody from 
Tokyo.” That’s my mother. 

MK: You know, I was wondering, what was your mother’s role in the store? Did she have a role in the 
store, too? 

AW: She helped. When there were more than one in the store, she would go because she said she had 
to watch them. Watch them. And she was helping my dad, if I can remember correctly. 

MK: Was she helping in the cleaning of hats, or the sewing? 

AW: No. He did all of that. He was just too fussy. 

WN: Who was in charge of keeping the books? 

AW: He was. 
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WN: He was? 

AW: He was. Another thing I can remember those days was the Salvation Army would come. They 
would be just with their—what do you call it?—their Spanish, that instrument. This one, cymbal? 

MK: Oh, the tambourine? 

AW: Tambourine, yeah. People would come and they would listen to all the hymns and whatnot. But 
as soon as they started to pass the hat around, people would disappear. But when you said, “Was 
your mother in charge of the . . .” Well, I remember my mother going and getting the drawers my 
dad had made with by hand, and she would get some money—and she’s the only one left, 
everybody would be scattered. She said, “After all, these people are serving God.” That’s one 
thing, she’s very broadminded about religion. She said, “This is America. Everybody can go to 
whatever church they want to.” So she said, “These people are here to spread the word, so we 
have to be good to them.” I remember her being very careful about doling out the money to us, 
but then she always made sure she always sent the Salvation Army people [off, with money]. She 
was the only one in the whole neighborhood that used to [donate]. So she was very broadminded 
about it. My dad, too, was very broadminded about the people that came to complain to him 
about their children. 

  And then he also added, “You know the reason why they fell in love with other different 
nationalities? It’s because you stayed back. If you really wanted your children to marry certain 
Japanese, you should have stayed right there in Japan. You should go back or you should have 
stayed in Japan.” He said, “It’s not their fault. You’re the one who put them into that situation, 
where they fell in love with these people, so you really should not complain.” 

  After, of course, he made them laugh. “If they’re Korean, it’s okay, Chinese, it’s okay, because 
they eat with chopsticks,” and they had a big laugh about that. “And if it’s Hawaiian, it’s 
perfectly all right. They could become firemen, they could become policemen.” And those days, 
the firemen and the policemen, they were all Hawaiians. “And you’re lucky, they can go to 
Kamehameha School.” 

MK: It seems like your parents got very adjusted to the cultural mix in the islands, yeah? 

AW: They did, they did. So that’s the reason why when we went back to Japan [in May 1935], he 
decided he was going back to Japan, my dad, and he took me. He says, “Because there’s someone 
in the family that has to read papers that come from Japan,” because he had property there in 
Japan, and so on and so forth. So he wanted me to have a good Japanese education.  

So he took me to Japan, but he couldn’t stand the island. It was not as, you know, like, he had 
hoped they had more [modern conveniences]. . . . They only had one telephone pole, and only one 
family—the mayor—had the phone in his shop. And he’s the only one that had light—no 
electricity. So he couldn’t stand washing the kerosene lamp every morning, and whenever he 
wanted bread or butter or meat, he had to go to the islands—the pier—and order it early in the 
morning before they left the island and go to the city of Marugame on Kagawa-ken. And then 
coming home about six o’clock in the evening, he has to go and pick it up. So he got kind of tired 
of that. During the summer, it was fine because he fished and he had a good time. But the winter 
was a little too much. 

  And one weekend, I saw my cousins. They had lost their parents when they were really young, 
and my older cousin had to take her younger sister and had to get married to people in the next 
village. But as my cousin told me, she was telling my dad, I heard her say, “Ojisan, you cannot go 



14 

back to [Hawai‘i]. You don’t know. For once, I could hold my head up, because I had an uncle.” 
A man is so important, a man relative. “Since we were orphans, we were really—not treated 
badly—but somehow, we just felt like we were just not always accepted.” And she said, “You 
know, I had to get married and I had to work harder because I had to take care of my baby sister,” 
because, somehow, some kind of flu or something took both parents away, see. So here she was, 
she was only sixteen, I think, but she had to carry her younger sister—about four or five years 
old—on her back, even and go to the next mura [village] to get married. And she said, “Finally, I 
had an uncle that used to come to the house, and I felt like I was just as good as everyone else.” 
They told me, “Why do you have to go?” 

  I said, “Well, I don’t have to go, I’m sort of happy here,” because I went to the jogakkö [girls' 
high school] in Zentsuji, where Japanese jyüichidan, Nogi Taisho’s [General Maresuke Nogi's 
11th Division was stationed there.]. . . . Yeah, was there. Nogi Taisho was the eleventh infantry, 
that’s jyüichidan. 

  So my classmates were really, really nice. In fact, maybe the only surprise that I had was about 
the. . . . I didn’t know anything about—what do you call that?——the eta [outcasts]? So actually, 
I saw them come to our door and will not come through the small little gate. The large gate we 
used to open up only for marriages and special occasions. So my father said, “Come in, come in,” 
but she wouldn’t come in. My partner that I had shared my desk with, a beautiful girl [was eta]. 
My cousins will come and talk to me, but they completely ignore this partner of mine—the one I 
shared my desk with. They wouldn’t talk to her. Later on, my cousin told me, whispered to me, 
that she’s from the eta class. So then when I went back to the island, I told my dad about that. 
And he said, “Oh, we don’t talk about that in Hawai‘i because, you know, Meiji era, the Meiji 
Tenno [Meiji Emperor] had said erase everything from the. . . . ” What do you call that [family] 
register? Koseki tohon. Koseki tohon, yeah, because they used to have little dots here. But he 
says, “These people that came from Hawai‘i, they’re still very backwards.” My mother used to 
know people that knew exactly who was the eta class because she had a friend that was from 
Okayama-ken, a friend that was from Hiroshima-ken. Whenever their children got interested in 
anyone, why, my mother would go to make sure that they were not in the eta class.  

MK: So it was when you went to . . . 

AW: It was, yeah. But my dad said, “Oh my goodness, that’s just too bad.” Then, when I went home, I 
know that there was someone at that small little door. We had that for the front of our house, we 
had this huge door that they only used for weddings and special occasions, but the daily in and 
out, they had a little door that you have to kind of . . . 

MK: Crouch and go under? 

AW: . . . crouch to go in. And this someone said, “Danna-sama, Oku-sama, hanao—do you have any 
broken geta, or slipper, that I can fix?” Hanao means the straps. 

  And so, my dad told her, “Come in, I may have some.” But she wouldn’t come in. My dad had to 
go out with the geta and the slipper. So he said, “You see? They won’t even come in. Well that’s 
too bad, because it’s not their fault they were born into that situation.” 

MK: So that was your first experience with eta in Japan? 

AW: My first experience with eta. 

MK: And you went to Japan in 1935. As you were saying, your parents wanted you to learn more 
Japanese. 
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AW: Japanese, yes, yes. So see, the very next year, I came back because it was my dad. He couldn’t 
stand it. So he apologized to his nieces. He says, “But I’m too spoiled. I can’t take this, having 
to . . .” Because, see, my mother used to do everything—things like if she were there, she would 
clean the kerosene lamp and everything. So she came with my brother Sam and they closed the 
house down. And again, they asked my mother’s brother, my uncle, to please take over the . . . 

MK: And I was wondering, when your parents told you, oh, your father’s going to take you to Japan, 
how did you first react when your father’s taking you to Japan? 

AW: Well, I was thinking of that like an adventure. Because I went to a lot of Japanese movies, those 
days, and I had my favorite samurai actor. I went to Japanese[-language] school, and my mother 
made sure that I had learned a Japanese instrument. She said, “Maybe you would learn to play the 
biwa [lute], next I let you learn the okoto [zither-like instrument], but not the shamisen [three-
stringed instrument], because that’s for geishas.” 

MK: Oh. (WN laughs.) Who was your favorite Japanese samurai actor? 

AW: Sawada Kiyoshi (chuckles) I remember that, see? 

MK: And in those days, where were you going to see the Japanese movies? 

AW: Oh, Honolulu-Za, Honolulu Theater. And then Nihon Gekijo was in Beretania and you enter from 
‘A‘ala Park. And that Honolulu-Za was, I don’t remember the street, but anyway, it was right, 
practically around the corner. 

MK: You know, I’m curious. In those days, was it with-sound movies or with benshi? 

AW: Benshi [narrator who provided dialogue], and I liked that. So even today, I like to hear the 
naniwabushi [Japanese narrative singing] because my mother used to always listen to that. But 
then, see, it really helped. And she sent me to Japanese sewing class, to learn not only to learn 
how to sew but etiquette. Like when we enter, she liked the idea that we all had to [remove and 
place our footwear in the proper places]. . . . The teacher used to say, she would stand there and 
when we went to see her, she would say, “When you come here, I want you to always turn your 
slipper [outwards] so that when you get out, you can just [slip it on as you leave]. . . . But if 
you’re going to stay a while, if you’re going to be in my class, I want you to put it in the shoe 
box.” And then she says, “When you enter, you say, ‘Gomennasai,’ excuse me, and then you 
kneel, and you bow low, and you say, ‘Sensei, ohayö gozaimasu. Mina-sama, ohayö 
gozaimasu.’” You know, “Sensei, good morning,” and, “Everyone, good morning.” And before 
you eat your obentö [box lunch], you have to make sure that the youngest one will have to bring 
all the water and ocha [tea], whichever you want. The sensei would fix it, but we would do the 
serving. And then, of course, the young ones [would serve]. I didn’t like that, because I was 
always treated like a baby, (MK chuckles) so I really didn’t particularly like that. 

  But, when I went to Japan and we had this—in jogakkö—we had this kimono sewing contest, and 
I came in second. They just give you a bolt of kimono, and then they’ll give you that sashi, the 
measuring stick, and the hera [fabric marking stylus], you know. Then you have to do it from the 
start. I think I did it in two hours and something. I came in number two. The teacher couldn’t 
believe it. She couldn’t believe that I had learned. So when I went to [internment] camp, that 
came in handy because I had to sew everything—the curtains and things like that, by hand. I 
knew that Japanese way of stitching. Of course, you have to have a thimble. 

MK: You know, who was the lady that was your sensei? 
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AW: Sensei, Tanaka-sensei. 

MK: And what do you remember about Tanaka-sensei? 

AW: Well, she kind of made me think [of her] like a geisha, because she used to paint herself white, a 
special, almost like a paste-like cream. And then her neck, she used to paint it extra dark. She 
lived in Chinatown on Kukui Street, and that’s where, in Chinatown, but here she’s teaching 
Japanese. She used to go to Nagao Shöten, I remember, to get her orders. She used to take some 
of us with her every now and then so that we would carry those kimono materials back with her 
to the [house] . . . 

MK: How much of a demand was there for kimono? 

AW: Oh, quite a bit, because there were quite a lot of restaurants that had Japanese waitresses. 
Japanese waitresses, yeah, especially in Waikïkï. She wanted to train us because then we would 
do the sewing for her later on. So that was her business. She used to sew kimonos for the Waikïkï 
restaurant waitresses. 

MK: So for someone like your mother, how often would she wear a kimono? 

AW: Oh, she used to wear kimono for funerals and for weddings, too, I remember. She told me that 
this one with a little design [is] for a happy occasion and the absolutely black kimono is for 
funerals. 

MK: And you mentioned that you had learned how to play some Japanese instruments. What 
instruments and who taught you? 

AW: Oh, biwa, biwa. That’s another thing. When we had history, Japanese history, when we came to 
some Japanese old characters, there were some characters that even my classmates didn’t know. 
You know, and the sensei asked me, “Where did you learn that?” You know, nobody told me, but 
I learned that in my biwa class. Listening to the Japanese—what do you call those?—the Japanese 
shows. So I had quite a bit of that Japan background, see. My mother saw to it. She said, “Oh, 
you go and see this one. This is something that you have to know.” And she used to tell me 
stories about the shijyüshichi [forty-seven ronin] . . . 

MK: Chüshingura [Treasury of the Forty-Seven Loyal Retainers]? 

AW: Chüshingura.  

And then what was that now, that somebody. . . . There was a very well-known samurai that 
killed his brother, even, to get ahead. And I had in one of those history tests, they said, “And who 
assassinated him?” And I remember, Mitsu-something. I just saw something like that recently, 
too. So I wrote, I knew it at that time. I said it was Mitsu-something. And so, the sensei said, 
“Wow. How did you know that? I don’t think even my mother knew that.” My history teacher 
said that. But I said, “I went to the biwa class,” and my mother said you learn history that way. 

MK: You listen to the songs that go with the biwa playing.  

AW: Yeah. So, as you asked me, were you unhappy when I was told [about going to Japan]? No, I was 
just going to fit it right in. I could sew and I knew Japanese history and everything. I was okay. 
But it was my dad [who did not want to remain in Japan]. He said he’s so spoiled. He’s so 
spoiled, so he says, “I have to go back.” So of course, now, after he came back, he built his house 
in McCully. So we got a little bit upgraded. (Chuckles) 
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MK: I was wondering, like you were saying, it was your dad who couldn’t adjust to the standard of 
living in Japan. 

AW: Yeah. My dad, because he sent me to the mainland—Shikoku—to Zentsuji. And we had 
electricity, we had everything.  

MK: So were you a boarder at that school? 

AW: I went to shukusha [dormitory], yeah. 

MK: What was it like for you to be a boarding student from Hawai‘i? 

AW: Well, the strange thing is that ofuro and everything was nothing to me because I grew up living 
right across the street from ofuro and everything. That wasn’t. . . . But I was just wondering what 
they were saying, “aah” to me because of my hair. There was this little basket that I was supposed 
to put all my [fallen] hair in, and nobody said anything to me in Hawai‘i about my hair. They 
used to save the hair, because they used to make little wiglets and things like that. So the 
adjustment wasn’t too great for me in Japan. 

MK: How about the academics? You’re going to a Japanese school, full time now. How could you 
manage? 

AW: Well, I must say that I couldn’t read the kanji, the Chinese characters. I couldn’t read that. Now, 
something new that I had to learn was the soroban, the abacus. So my grade wasn’t too good with 
the soroban, it wasn’t too good about the reading. But my English, they just gave me a point 
blank hundred . . . 

(Laughter) 

  . . . so that just brought my grade-point average way up. (Chuckles) Enough that I could stay in 
there.  

WN: Oh, English was just one subject? 

AW: Hundred. English was one subject. 

WN: Were you the only one? 

AW: I was the only one. Well, no, there was another gal from Seattle. Seattle, and then there was 
another girl from Oregon. 

WN: And the rest were from Japan? 

AW: Yeah, and then they came to Japan, and then we kind of, I got to be friends with the Seattle girl. 
We spoke English. But the other gal from Oregon did not speak English. I think later on, I found 
out why: Because the Oregon girl was from the country, someplace in the rural district, and 
evidently she had lived in like a colony. All of the Japanese, for their own comfort and for their 
own safety, they always sort of was very, very clanish. At least San Francisco, or Los Angeles, or 
Seattle, you know, they were with the Caucasians. So she [girl from Seattle] was very. . . . She 
spoke English and Japanese to me, but then the Oregon girl seemed so intimidated-like. 

  And when the war [World War II] started, I was told if I could help with a family in Isleton. In 
Isleton, I found out that the brother was already in the army, and that they participated in all the 
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buying of [U.S.] war bonds and everything. But they were still—in Isleton, now—they were still 
segregated. She’s never had too many Caucasian friends. So funny, how this gal from Isleton just 
felt uncomfortable with the Caucasians, even while we were in nurse’s training. So I went back to 
Isleton, because her mother said, “Please bring that Hawai‘i girl. We need help to relocate.” So 
when I went there, I found them speaking Japanese, and they were so Japanesey.  

MK: Just like the girl from Oregon. 

AW: Yeah. Like the girl from Oregon that I had met in Japan. 

MK: Before this tape ends, I wanted to know, because you’re an America-jin [American], in Japan in 
that time in the 1930s, how did Japanese treat you, because you were a nikkei [person of Japanese 
ancestry] from America? 

AW: My dad was told that he is not to leave me in Tokyo. Bring her straight to the country. Bring her 
to the island, and just send her to school in the mainland. But don’t send her to Tokyo, because 
that’s how the trouble started with the other gals they had sent from Hawai‘i. The Hawai‘i girls 
would get together and speak English and they would not really apply themselves to learn in 
Japanese.  

END OF INTERVIEW 
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MK: This is an interview with Alice Mitsuyo Oka Watanabe, session number two, September 18, 
2009, at their home in Honolulu, Hawai‘i. And the interviewers are Michiko Kodama-Nishimoto 
and Warren Nishimoto. 

 And today, it’s sort of, first, a follow-up, and then a continuation of the last session. And first of 
all, I want to follow-up on some details that we missed last time. Now, think back to the 1920s 
and the 1930s, when your parents owned their hat shop. I wanted to know, at the hat shop, were 
there any other workers besides your mom and dad? 

AW: No, it was just my mom and dad. 

MK: And I was wondering, what types of people came to buy hats and receive the services at your hat 
shop? 

AW: Well, it was just people around the neighborhood, and of course we had all nationalities around. 
In those days, people used to—without shoes—would be barefooted, but they would wear hats. 
But it wasn’t very long after hats became [unfashionable]. . . . People just stopped wearing hats. 
So my dad decided that maybe he was going to go into business because he had this hobby of 
fishing. So that’s when he started, you know, his fishing supplies. So then, it wasn’t quite half 
[the business]. He had just one showcase of fishing because he was still interested in selling hats, 
because he had all that experience with the Isoshima Hat Store.  

MK: And, you know, you had mentioned that in the old days, for the men, there were like Panama 
hats, and you mentioned a little bit about what there was for women. What kind of women’s 
products were sold at the store? 

AW: Well, he didn’t have too many women hats, but I noticed he had ribbons because, you know, a lot 
of people just wanted to wear their ribbons like hats. My dad had a way of styling the ribbons for 
girls. He would look at their face and for Hawaiians, you know, would choose this. And for the 
Chinese, he would, you know, because they had the Chinese haircut. And for Japanese, it was 
more, you know, more Japanese-like. He would say, “Why don’t you go get a pretty comb? Go to 
Japanesetown and get a pretty comb.” Then he says, “I could work around the comb for you.” 
Yeah, he was quite good with his hands. Of course, he sold Panama hats, too. 

MK: And you mentioned that the store eventually became sort of like half a fishing supply store. 

AW: Uh-huh, uh-huh [yes], yeah. A little portion. 
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MK: What kinds of fishing supplies did he sell? 

AW: Well, he used to go near the pier, and I think they had a Ebisu-ya Fishing Supplies [it may be 
Ebisuzaki], if I’m not mistaken. But he was there quite often, because that was his hobby, and he 
had a sampan right there at River Street right in the river, right outside of Nagao Shöten, I think. 
Because whenever we had floods, he would be so worried and he would go in to re-anchor the 
boat. That’s when I used to go with him. Then he would just, just to see if there’s any leak in the 
boat, he says, “I’ll just go a little ways so you can come.” So I used to go with him quite a bit. 

MK: And because your dad had a sampan, how much time did your brothers and you actually get to 
spend in the sampan on the ocean? 

AW: Well, my oldest brother was kind of big, and he was. . . . Evidently, he was fat, so you’d laugh, 
but his nickname was F-A-T, Fat. And my other brother, the one right above me, his nickname 
was H-A-T. So that’s the way I used to call them. They used to call my brothers F-A-T and H-A-
T. But, you know, that’s the Hawai‘i boys. You know, even the 442 [Regimental Combat Team] 
boys, always kind of, yeah. 

MK: Had nicknames. 

AW: Yeah, had nicknames. 

MK: So, when you folks were small, I was wondering, how much time did you folks spend on the little 
sampan? 

AW: Well, my older brother, he was not too interested, and he’d go there and he went. My father used 
to say, “The minute he sat down, he’ll say, ‘When is bentö time?’” And he would talk all the 
time. But the younger brother, the one right above me, was like my dad—quieter. So the two 
went out all the time. But my big brother and me, we just—off and on—used to be able to. 

MK: And when you say they would go out, what type of fishing would they do on the sampan? 

AW: I don’t know. I don’t know why, but I always heard quite a bit about mullet. There used to be 
schools of mullet, season. I don’t know, I forgot the other names. 

MK: But they went out fishing. 

AW: Yeah, they just went out fishing. 

MK: And another question that I have is, I wasn’t too clear as what your mother’s role was in the store. 
What did she do for the store? 

AW: Well, she just was the second, you might say, salesperson there. When there were a lot of people 
there, she would go out. But if there was just one [customer], she would just let [AW’s father 
assist the customer]. But as soon as they had two or three there, I noticed that she was right out 
there. But then she was mostly just in the back. 

MK: And I know that about 1933 or so, your father kind of retires, and you folks move house. You 
move house to Nu‘uanu Street. 

AW: To Nu‘uanu Street. 

MK: Now, how come that happened? 
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AW: Well, that’s because my dad wanted to retire. He said, “I think I’ve got enough of,” you know, 
“working, so I think I’d like to retire.” You see, he got a little tired of working, so since he liked 
to do carpentry and everything, my brother Sam [who] was working at Dole Pineapple Company 
[suggested he do some carpentry instead]. 

  He said, “You know, Dad?” He said, “We need people to fix our cases in the cased goods 
department.” And he said, “I think it’ll be a good job for you, and you can get your own social 
security.” And so, because my dad was getting kind of bored, having had this business he had to 
run and everything and all of a sudden, you know, he didn’t have anything to do after he had 
moved to that Nu‘uanu Avenue—I mean Nu‘uanu Street. And he was very happy because it was 
just, just, you might say not building anything, but just repairing the cased goods—these trays 
that they used. So that was a good thing. He was quite happy doing that, and he made friends, too. 
He went to work every morning with my brother. 

MK: And, you know, at that time, your family was at Nu‘uanu. 

AW: At Nu‘uanu Street. 

MK: What kind of place was that Nu‘uanu place that you lived in? 

AW: Well, we used to call it, “The Camp.” I thought, “Oh, my goodness, now I’m in a camp,” because 
I used to hear camp days, when I was going to Japanese[-language] school. You know, some of 
the girls only came out for Japanese[-language] school from the. . . . I can’t think of all those 
different places from where they came from, but right here on O‘ahu, they had these plantations 
that I used to hear, “Camp-this, camp-that.” And I thought, “Oh, this is it, where people are so 
close, you know everything about each other.” 

MK: And did that place have a name? Like sometimes, these camps in town, even, would have names, 
maybe named after the landlord. But how about you folks? 

AW: No, I don’t think we had any particular, but I remember the address—1708 Nu‘uanu. I think we 
were next to Cathedral School [1728 Nu‘uanu], or something like that. I don’t know why that 
comes to my mind. It’s a Catholic school. And then next to that is the ryöjikan, you know, the 
Japanese Consul, the Consulate.  

WN: That was Cathedral School . . . 

AW: Cathedral School. 

WN: . . . next to the consulate? 

AW: See that? Every now and then, I surprise myself by being able to remember that, Cathedral 
School. That’s right. 

(Laughter) 

 Because it says so right there, Cathedral School. 

MK: So what was that camp like in Nu‘uanu? 

AW: Well, the only neighbor that I know, the family that did yard work at that Cathedral School was 
Portuguese. They would bake Portuguese bread every now and then, and they’d make sure that 
we got some, you know. And so, they were the only other nationality there. When we were in 
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Beretania Street downtown, well we had all the nationalities. But then there for a while, I was just 
there with Japanese with only one Portuguese family next door, that used to be caretakers of the 
Cathedral School.  

MK: And before we started taping, you mentioned that on one side, there was a certain family. On the 
other side, there was a certain family at Nu‘uanu. Try tell me that again. 

AW: Well, we were very close to about three families that had children our age. On one side, we had—
what was her name now?—Kunihiro-sensei from Chüo Gakuin [Central Institute]. She spoke 
very good Tokyo-Japanese. On the right hand side, we had the Takenakas, who spoke Hiroshima-
ben [dialect]. Then we had an Okayama-ken no [hito], the Okamotos [from Okayama prefecture]. 
And we were kind of close to, you know, just around our neighborhood. We had the rest of them 
that were all kinds [from various ken], but they were all Japanese. 

1708 Nu‘uanu Street was a former—I don’t know what it was—rooming house or something, if 
I’m not mistaken. They had to knock that down. While we were still there, they were knocking it 
down because they wanted to sell that property. And of course, not Jödo-shü . . . 

MK: Soto-shü [Soto sect]. 

AW: Yeah, Soto-shü, you know, people were interested, because they were further down on School 
Street and Nu‘uanu. Then they moved toward the ryöjikan. When we found out that they were 
going to sell the place, why, my dad decided that, “Okay, then. . . .” Oh, in the meantime, we 
went to Japan. And of course, in the year, he came back, he decided that he’s going to upgrade 
himself. So he said, “Oh, I think I’ll go to McCully.” So that’s when we moved from Nu‘uanu to 
McCully. 

MK: Now before we go to McCully, I was wondering, because you were living in a real Japanese-like 
area . . . 

AW: That’s where I used to go for all these Japanese movies, you know, with the Okamoto 
[daughters]. Oh, and by the way, Hazel Okamoto, maybe your [WN’s] aunty that went to [St. 
Andrew’s] Priory, will know. She was a very dear friend of mine. And of course, being the eldest 
daughter of the family—she was a couple of years older than me—[was expected to help the 
family]. When she graduated from Kawänanakoa, she wanted to go to McKinley [High School]. 
Everybody went to McKinley. But her father said no. He said, “You have to help me.” He said, 
“You know, you have three brothers, and I’ve got to educate my sons. I have to give them a 
chance to at least go to the Mainland. But you have to help me, financially.” So she worked at 
various stores. She used to work for the Yamashitas that had a store on School Street. But 
somehow, she started to work at Iida [a Japanese merchandise store], and they liked her very 
much. 

She’s Hazel Natsue Okamoto, she used to be. But I could never forget her, because when she 
found out that she couldn’t go on to McKinley, why, she didn’t eat for three days. Her mother 
was so worried about her. She wanted so badly to go to school. But, you know, those days, like 
my mother did, she had very good background in sewing. She went to Japanese sewing and she 
went to dressmaking. And then they told her that, “You cannot go to McKinley, but you could go 
to Japanese School.” So she went to Japanese School, but I don’t know which Japanese School 
she went to. I don’t remember her going to. . . . Oh, I think she went to Soto-shü, if I’m not 
mistaken. 
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MK: So this Hazel Okamoto was not able to continue her English, public school education, but 
continue her Japanese? 

AW: Continue her Japanese, uh-huh [yes]. She really was very liked at Iida, I think. 

MK: So she went to work. 

AW: She went to work there, uh-huh. And of course, I went away to the Mainland in the meantime, 
and when I came back, she was very ill. I can’t even remember what she passed away from, but I 
remember going to the hospital to see her, but she is gone now. But I’m sure that the Iidas will 
remember her. 

MK: Those days, I guess many women had to . . . 

AW: It was Hazel, Hazel Okamoto. 

MK: And in that community, that very Japanesey community, I was wondering, what kinds of 
activities did the families maybe do together at sometimes? 

AW: Not really, not really. But whatever spare time I had, I spent with Hazel. I remember that. And 
our favorite thing was we would walk down Nu‘uanu Street and go to craft store. And as I said, 
she used to sew quite a bit, and we used to go to all these Chinese dry goods shops around 
Nu‘uanu Street. Then that’s where I learned to sew—from her—because she went to this Style 
Sewing School. I can’t remember all the names, but I think it was by Mrs. Miho [Jayne Miho], if 
I’m not mistaken. 

MK: You’re very correct. 

AW: So I learned, just before I went to Japan, I learned drafting, a little bit from Hazel. She was a very, 
very good friend of mine. But I’ll never forget her—just not eating, she was so sad. Of course, 
she was working at Yamashita Store at that time. But while I went away, before I went away, she 
started Iida until she got sick and passed away. 

MK: You know, I was wondering, too, in the 1930s, how active your father was in the local Japanese 
community. You know, being related to the Isoshimas, having had a hat store and having a 
business, and I was wondering, how active was he? 

AW: I noticed he always went to the Japanese Central Institute’s PTA meetings. I remember Mr. 
[Taichi] Sato coming and picking him up. See, we didn’t know too many people who had cars, 
but I think Mr. Sato did. But I remember Mr. Sato coming to pick him up to go to the, I guess, the 
PTA meetings. 

MK: And this is Mr. Sato of Sato Clothiers? 

AW: Sato Clothiers, mm-hmm [yes]. 

MK: And, you know, like Mr. Sato was in the clothing business . . . 

AW: Clothing business. 

MK: . . . and they had a hat shop before. Was your father ever involved in a merchants’ association or 
hat shop association? 
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AW: I don’t think so. But he was interested through Mr. Sato. Mr. Sato used to pick him up to go to all 
those, you know, the PTA—what do you call that?—the Central Institute Directors or whatever. 

MK: So he was involved? 

AW: He was involved with the Japanese[-language] school more than his own.  

MK: Now we get to the point that I know your father took you to Japan in 1935. I wanted to know 
where he lived and where you lived, when you went to Japan. 

AW: You mean in Japan? 

MK: Yeah. 

AW: Well, he lived on the island of Hiroshima. And then, of course, he had to do everything by 
himself. There’s no electricity, so he had to clean his kerosene lamp every morning. During the 
summer, he was quite happy because he went fishing every day. But wintertime, it was just too 
much for him. He didn’t have the nerve to tell me that he wanted to [return to] Hawai‘i, because 
he told the people that he was going to Japan, send me to jogakkö, and the school this niece, Ted 
Tsukiyama’s mother, went to and find a husband for me. He had all kinds of ideas because he felt 
very guilty about being the son that went to Hawai‘i and didn’t come back and had my mother’s 
people watch the Oka property. So he felt very bad, you know. But he loved Hawai‘i because of 
the ocean, like Hiroshima, that he was born in. But he couldn’t take that, living there alone. And 
my mother, she said, “No, no. I have to stay here because my two sons are not married. I have to 
be sure that they’re settled before we go back.” So he told my mother, he wrote to my mother, 
“Well then, I’m coming home because I can’t stand this, doing all this cleaning of the lamps and 
cooking with wood,” and of course, ofuro, he had neighbors who would invite him. But then, like 
all Japanese men, so spoiled. He didn’t do anything around the house. As far as he was supposed 
to, they weren’t supposed to be doing anything, because I noticed that whenever my brothers 
came, the thing that he used to get so annoyed with was when my brother would go in the kitchen 
and open the pot to see what was for dinner. 

 I remember hearing him say, “Boys, don’t do that! You don’t even have to go to the kitchen. Just 
wait until she calls you!” 

MK: Very traditional. 

AW: Yeah, yeah. So evidently, he had a hard time. Although I know the neighbors were real good to 
him and would try to help him. But see, even the no water, no running water, we had just that, 
you know, well. I know he fixed it and so it was really just a little too much for him.  

MK: And, you know, you were telling us that his plan for you was to have you educated in Japan and 
to get you married.  

AW: Married off to a yoshi [someone who could adopt the family name and responsibilities]. He 
realized, my brothers couldn’t make a living in Japan.  

MK: Were you, at that time, aware of your father’s plans for you? 

AW: I was, but I just took it as a joke. 

MK: And . . . 
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AW: And of course, one day, I came back home from school, and my cousin, his orphaned nieces, his 
big sister’s [daughters], had became orphans. His sister had passed away before that, his brother-
in-law had passed away, so they had left two girls. Those girls, I know I used to send them letters 
and my dad used to send them spending money every now and then. But then, when they came 
home, they were so happy to see him. But I didn’t know too much about this until the day that 
they scolded me because they said that my dad said I wanted to go back to Hawai‘i. But it wasn’t 
me, it was him. 

MK: And in your case, where were you living during this time? 

AW: I was at Zentsuji jogakkö, boarding. I was quite happy. My cousins were all through, but my 
cousins’ friends and people from the island, you know, I had them as roommates, also. And so, I 
was pretty happy.  

MK: What was it like for you, having come from Hawai‘i? 

AW: Well, like English, I got a 100 because before class, the sensei would say, “This chapter is where 
we’re going.” And he wanted me to read. And then, you know, he had me reading quite a bit of 
what reading he should be doing. And so, osaiho no class, too. 

MK: Sewing? 

AW: Yeah, I was up with that. So, you know, I didn’t feel too bad. Soroban [abacus] was something 
new to me. I used to always see my father and mother using it. But that was fun. The only thing 
that I found most difficult was—maybe your mother would know—but there was a name for it. 
It’s transferring Chinese into Japanese. They have all these, and they had a name for that, you 
know. But I didn’t like it. You know why? Because I couldn’t read the kanji [Chinese characters]. 
But if you, you know a little Japanese, you can more or less figure out, you know.  

MK: And because you didn’t know the kanji . . . 

AW: Yeah, and I did very poorly. And you see, my 100 in English brought up my grade point average. 

(Laughter) 

MK: I was wondering, too, because you were so used to speaking English in Hawai‘i, when you went 
to Japan and your in a Japanese school, were there any prohibitions of your speaking English or 
being American? 

AW: No. In fact, they wanted me to speak English.  

MK: And when you were not too good at doing certain things, were there any. . . . Were they hard on 
you or were they okay with you? 

AW: No, I was quite happy. I was quite happy, there in Japan. Except my dad. He was the one who 
really wanted to come back. I was willing to . . . 

MK: How about you, socially, with the girls and everything, how did that work out? 

AW: Oh, it worked out fine, it worked out fine, uh-huh, because they always wanted me to help them 
with their English. (MK laughs.) And I enjoyed the Japan shukusha life.  

MK: The boarding life. 
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AW: You know why? I was brought up with brothers, so I was very happy, being this all-girls school. 
So my dad told me this, he said, “Now,” he said, “if you would come back home with me,” he 
says, “I’ll send you to Priory.” And they didn’t call it the Priory. What do you call nuns now? 
Ama. 

MK: Ama. 

AW: Ama, ama no gakkö. The ama no gakkö. [The nuns’ school.] You know, “I’ll send you to the ama 
no gakkö if you enjoying this girls, all girls’ school in Japan.”  

 And I said, “Chee, that’s pretty good. I had friends from Central Intermediate days.” Then we 
went to Harris Memorial [Church], too. 

MK: So what I’ll do now is, since we’re sort of getting into your. . . . Well, before we get into your 
school years, one other thing I want to catch up on is, when you first came back from Japan, 
eventually you folks bought a home in McCully.  

AW: My dad had someone draw the plans, and I used to know the contractor’s name, but people really 
liked the plan of out house. I remember people asking if they could borrow the blueprints. There 
was a lady who went to Harris Memorial Church, and I remember seeing her. And she used to do 
interp . . . 

MK: Interpretation. 

AW: . . . interpretation in the immigration station. 

MK: Oh, Mrs. [Raku] Morimoto. 

AW: Mrs. Morimoto, I think. She’s Harris Memorial . . . 

MK: Yes. 

AW: . . . member. 

MK: Yes. 

AW: Mrs. Morimoto. And she used to pass our store all the time, and she used to always drop the. . . . I 
think she was one that build the house with . . . 

MK: The same plan? 

AW: . . . the same plan, if I’m not mistaken. 

MK: You know, that home in McCully, where about was it? 

AW: It was right across from the, they had a group of stores there. And I think it was right across, 
opposite it was of McCully Groceries, and a barbershop, if I’m not mistaken. And a hardware 
shop, which was very handy for my dad and for my mother, too. I think it’s still there, if I’m not 
mistaken. 

MK: Would you remember the street address? 

AW: McCully. Right opposite 808 McCully. 
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MK: Oh, okay. And I believe you were telling me that you folks built rentals . . . 

AW: In the back. 

MK: . . . in the back of your home, yes. 

AW: And well, he did that, with the help of my brothers. He did that with the help of my brothers. A 
duplex rental unit, which came in so handy because when my brother right above me got married, 
he lived in there for a while. Oh, and we had somebody that just stayed there for, it seems like, 
from the day he built it until I left for the Mainland, I remember.  

MK: And when you say that your brothers helped with the rentals, did they help with the financing or 
the building of the rentals? 

AW: Nope. My dad did all the financing, all that financing. He didn’t depend on any of us, uh-huh. 

MK: So you folks were living in McCully, then you folks came back. And now, before we get into 
your days at St. Andrew’s Priory, I’m going to back up. And I know that you went to Mission 
kindergarten. And I was curious, other than you, what other kids went to Mission kindergarten? 

AW: All the neighborhood children. The girls, of course that I was closest to were just about a year or 
two older. I followed them to school every day, and they’ll keep telling me, “Go home, go home.” 
But it was all in the same block. “Go home, go home.” And then I would just go there anyway, 
you know. It was kind of nervy of me, but I would just go there anyway, and just sit on the floor 
and watch them play. So finally, one of the teachers say, “All right, just come.” Because I wanted 
to join the singing and the dancing and, you know. So actually, I think I went to kindergarten for 
two or three years, in fact. 

MK: (Laughs) You were kind of nervy.  

AW: I was really nervy. And the first Caucasian person that I knew was, as Tetsui said, “His name was 
Leigh. It’s not spelt L-E-E, but it’s spelt L-E-I-G-H.” You know, that Leigh. The haole “Lee.” 
Leigh Hooley. And he, I think, went to. . . . I met him after a long, long time. When I first met 
him [again], he was on Maui teaching or he had something to do with Maui Baldwin High 
School. 

MK: So you attended this mission.  

AW: I remember, because when they chased me out, what I would do is, you know, go on the steps and 
sit on the front of the mission. He would come, and said, “Oh. What happened to you? What 
happened to you?” 

 I said, “They don’t want me. They said go away, so I’m just waiting for them to come home from 
school.” He’s this tall haole man, and he would just take the steps two by two. And he was the 
first [Caucasian person AW met]—and I told him that when I met him, years afterwards on Maui. 
He’s very good friends with Tetsui’s brother, Saburo Watanabe. 

When he [Leigh Hooley] retired and when he moved into town, he was very good to a lot of 
Chinese students. I remember one, Dr. Wong, and he really took care of Mr. Leigh Hooley. They 
had him in a nursing home, and I remember going up with Saburo to go visit Mr. Leigh Hooley. 
And I was telling him about the Beretania Street Mission days.  

WN: We’re going to change tapes. 
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END OF TAPE NO. 55-3-2-09 

 

TAPE NO. 55-4-2-09 

MK: This is tape number two of session number two with Mrs. Watanabe.  

 And now, we’re going to go into your time in Central Grammar School, grades one and two. 
What was that like? 

AW: Central Grammar School. I went to Central Grammar School for first grade, and cross the street, 
same campus, but cross the street, and went to second grade. . . .  Central Grammar School—first 
and second grade. Then, we were transferred, see. It was going to become the intermediate 
school. Those were the days it changed to intermediate school. So that’s when I went to 
Kauluwela School, because there were two of my favorite teachers. Third grade, fourth grade, 
fifth, and sixth grade is where I went to finish. 

MK: You mentioned that you had your favorite teachers at Kauluwela School. What do you remember 
about these teachers? 

AW: I remember [one teacher, in particular,] for some reason. She tried to get us interested in reading. 
She said, “You will never be able to write decently and express yourself unless you start reading 
stuff that other people wrote.” You could change the word, but that will come later on. But that’s 
the only way you can add to your vocabulary.” You know, she told us all those things. I’ll 
remember that, uh-huh. She tried to tell us she’ll even give prizes to those who read the most 
books. you know, things like that. So I remember that.  

Then there’s a Mrs. Fukuda. Or was she Wong? Anyways, she was a very good teacher. Then, 
they started to have this new switching the [students] from certain teachers. What do they call 
that? They would move us to different room for different subjects. And I remember Mrs. Fukuda, 
I think. Oh, she was a Miss Fukuda that became Mrs. Wong. I remember her for music, if I’m not 
mistaken. She had a son that was, maybe in the same class or something because someone said 
that, you know, whatever his name was, “He’s Korean because his dad is Japanese and his mom 
is Chinese,” or something like that. I remember that. You know, those silly things, kind of keep 
on remembering. 

I had a Miss Morrison, who was very, very strict. I will never forget her. She was strict in 
grammar. She was so strict in grammar. I remember those teachers at Kauluwela School. They 
were really, really good teachers. 

MK: And how did you take to them as a student? How were you as a student in those days? 

AW: I don’t know. I used to like to read. I enjoyed it, I think, because I had so much of that, you know, 
third, fourth. And my favorite, favorite teacher was Mrs. Price. Pretty, pretty teacher, you know. I 
remember she was so interested in all of us, she was asking me to bring my biwa [lute] and play 
the biwa for the class. So my mother had me dress in kimono, and I remember carrying the biwa, 
now. You know, big paper sack over my shoulder walking down River Street.  

MK: That’s a nice memory. 

AW: And I played the easiest song.  
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WN: And why was Mrs. Price your favorite teacher? 

MK: Well, for one thing, she was very pretty. And always dressed so nicely. I kinda liked her because 
she used to find the most interesting places to take us. Not far, you know. All around the 
neighborhood, because we didn’t have extra busses or anything like today. But she used to take us 
maybe two or three blocks away when she saw something interesting. We didn’t spend any 
money, I know that. She took us because she was young—much younger than the other teachers 
that I had at Kauluwela. Then I don’t know. She liked us so much, she’s the only teacher I had for 
three years—two years, rather. She was my third and fourth grade teacher. I think we’ve asked 
her to be our teacher, I think, because we enjoyed her so much. So I had some pretty nice 
teachers, yeah, in that Kauluwela School. 

MK: And it seemed like ever since you were a little girl, you were always looking for people to “hang 
out” with. You know, you were going with other kids to Mission kindergarten . . . 

AW: (Chuckles) Yeah. 

MK: . . . while you were in elementary school. You know, who were your key friends in school, like 
who did you hang out with? 

AW: Well, you know, the person that I really liked was the one who worked at Iida Store—Hazel 
Okamoto, the one that cried three days because she couldn’t go to McKinley. I think she got sick 
while working at Iida because when I came back, she was in the hospital and she could hardly 
recognize me. I was so busy that I should have spent more time with her, but that was when I had 
my one, two, three-in-a-row children. 

MK: So you had a long-time friendship with her for many, many years, yeah? 

AW: Oh, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. 

MK: And now, going back to . . . 

AW: And when I went back to Japan, she corresponded with me. 

MK: Oh. So, you know, going back to your school days, after you finished at Kauluwela, you went to 
Central Intermediate . . . 

AW: Central Intermediate School. 

MK: And what was that like for you, transitioning from a, you know, grammar school to intermediate? 

AW: Well, it was just like, just a natural thing for me, I think, because I went with the same group. 
And they had us in sections. Now that I think about it, it was by our age. You know, we were 
thinking, “How in the world did we get into . . .” We had fourteen sections. I was in section two. 
So I was in 7-2, 8-2, and 9-2, those years. Then come to think about it, we were all born around 
the same time—summer of 1920.  

MK: And, you know, you were telling us about some of your favorite teachers at Kauluwela. 

AW: Mm-hmm. 

MK: Now, what do you have to say about the teachers that you had at Central Intermediate? 
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AW: I don’t remember too much about Central Intermediate, because I was kind of active with, you 
know. I’m still friends with these girls—Jennie Lee, Mary Lum. They were really, really smart, 
but they liked me because I used to play baseball. So they always became the team captain. I was 
more into sports, I think, because my brother right above me was the Central Intermediate School 
football captain. When he went to McKinley, he immediately became ROTC [Reserve Officers’ 
Training Corps] officer. See, so I had a lot of these boys, and we went to Beretania Park to play a 
lot. So I used to watch them play.  

MK: You were real active as a teenager. 

AW: (Chuckles) Yeah. So they still remember me, I still remember them. 

MK: And during all these years that you were, you know, going to school. I know that you were also 
going to Japanese-language school, Hawai‘i Chüo Gakuin.  

AW: Chüo Gakuin, Japanese Central Institute, yeah.  

MK: Now, if you can tell me, how did you feel about Japanese[-language] school? 

AW: Well, see, my parents were more interested in how well I did in Japanese[-language] school more 
than my English school, although I did see my mother trying to read English and study English 
with my textbooks—this was in the lower grades. But I always try in the Japanese school. When 
we were in grade school in Japanese school, they used to have numbers. They would number you 
by your grades [academic performance]. My dad would always say, “Come home ichiban 
[number one].” So I studied harder, I think, for, you know, my Japanese school. I must say, I 
didn’t do too well. But when I was in the first and second grade, I always was ichiban or niban 
[number two], you know, in Japanese school. But that didn’t last too long because I got into 
sports and everything.  

MK: And how did your parents react, you know, as you weren’t one or two all the time? 

AW: Well, she didn’t say too much about, you know. I don’t recall getting scolding or anything.  

MK: You know, as you look back, actually, how much Japanese language did you learn in those days, 
you think? 

AW: Well, I, for some reason, I remember the shüshin [ethics], because, you know, I used to get that at 
home from my mother. And that kind of used to impress me, the shüshin.  

MK: What, the morals teaching and . . . 

AW: Yeah, the moral teaching, yeah. It sure came to pass. But, you know, I wasn’t listening too 
carefully whenever she said that. But funny, when the sensei says it, kind of. . . . When my 
mother says it, I’m half—my ear is not quite all there, you know. I’m not listening very carefully. 
But when the sensei says it, and especially if you like the sensei, the shüshin always interested 
me. 

MK: And I know that you went through Japanese-language school, and you went to Japan. And I was 
wondering, you know, because you had been in Japan, and you came back, and you continued 
Japanese school in Hawai‘i? 

AW: Yes, I did. 
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MK: How were you in all the Japanese when you came back? Were you so much better than others 
or . . . ? 

AW: I think I went to school just to be with my friends. We really didn’t take that, you know, Japanese 
school seriously. (MK laughs.) You know why? Because I missed my friends, and they were my 
childhood friends, whereas my St. Andrew girls, they were entirely different. I had two—Pearl 
Kunishige and Marian Kido—that went right through Central. . . . Not through Central Grammar, 
but we went through intermediate school together, and we went to Harris Memorial Church. 

MK: Now, I know when you came back from Japan, as you said, your father was agreeable to the idea. 
And you said that since you liked the Japanese girls’ boarding school, he would have you go to 
St. Andrew’s Priory, called the Ama school . . . 

AW: Ama no gakkö. 

MK: Ama no gakkö, the nun school. Now, you came back from Japan, and you had missed a whole 
year of school. So how did you manage, you know, when you came back and you’re going to St. 
Andrew’s Priory? 

AW: That’s Sister Rhoda. 

MK: Sister Rhoda? 

AW: Sister Rhoda. She was the one that changed the whole curriculum after she came. She made it 
from a girl’s homemaking school to a college-preparatory. She was the one. So she took up 
someone like me and she said, “You know, what I’m going to do is write to your school and I’m 
going to get your transcript of what you did in Japan.” Then when she saw this, she said, “I think 
you’re up with everything, except maybe you know more of this . . .” She was so impressed with 
the soroban and all that, you know, and the translation of [Chinese writing into Japanese]. . . .  

 I said, “I did very poorly.” 

 “But that’s all right, you’ve got an idea of what it’s about.” She said she’s just going to let me 
graduate with my friends that I graduated from Central Intermediate School. “I’ll just put it down 
like we had you as an exchange student, what we would do as an exchange student.” And she 
said, “This gives me an idea. Maybe I can write to your school and tell them that you are more 
than welcome to have exchange students from Japan and I’ll send people like me to Japan that 
knows Japanese.” But she was really a terrific person, Sister Rhoda. She’s the one that told me, 
she said, “I understand you’re puzzled in what you want to be,” you know, “when you grow up.” 
She suggested this, and I thought it was so smart of her to suggest this. She said, what would I 
want to volunteer for if I had all of my other things met? I said, “I’d like to take care of sick 
animals and sick people, and I guess I’m a lot more patient with sick animals and sick patients.” 
She said, “Okay, you’re going to St. Luke’s.” 

MK: So later on, she helped you get to St. Luke’s, but . . . 

AW: She helped me to get. . . . But of course, my mother just said absolutely not. She wasn’t going to 
send me anywheres. 

MK: Now, before we get into that, I was wondering, after you came back from Japan and you were 
going to St. Andrew’s Priory, I think you told me that you had to catch up on something, or learn 
something like Latin or something. 
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AW: That’s right. 

MK: Now how did that happen? 

AW: That’s it. So she spent the rest of the summer, about a month with me, Latin. She said, 
“Especially if you’re going into nursing, because 60 percent of the English language or whatever 
comes from Latin. And if you don’t have a good background in Latin, you’re going to be in 
trouble.” 

MK: So that . . . 

AW: So that’s it, so this is one of the reasons why I called Sister Rhoda my. . . . And she said, “I’m not 
asking anybody. I’ll do it with you.” Imagine, for the summer that I went, she gave me a whole, 
you know, practically two semesters, I think, of work for . . . 

MK: So just one-on-one with the principal to learn Latin, in preparation for [the next grade]. 

AW: One-on-one, yeah, in preparation. Gave me all kinds of handouts that the teachers were using, 
you know. Oh, she was just a wonderful person. She says, “That’s all you need.” And, you know, 
she’s the principal, too, so she says, “I can let you graduate with your class.” That’s the reason 
why I didn’t have my sophomore class. I, you know, because ninth grade is ninth grade. Then 
tenth grade, I was in Japan, so she was going to make me like an exchange student. She’s such a 
rascal, too. While I asked for a favor, she asked for a favor, too, by telling them that, “I could do 
the same for you. You can send your student that is good in English,” you know, “and then we’ll 
give them credit for a year of high school.” 

MK: And so, how were your eleventh and twelfth grade years at St. Andrew’s Priory? 

AW: Well, I was very happy, with all the girls and, you know. Two of the girls knew our family—we 
were family friends—the Kunishiges and the Kidos, you know. Yeah, and I was quite happy. 

MK: And what academic subjects did you like the most at St. Andrew’s? 

AW: At St. Andrew’s Priory? Well, for one thing, I didn’t like math.  

MK: And like you were saying, during that time, Sister Rhoda had made it more of a college-prep 
curriculum. 

AW: I couldn’t understand a thing. I think I did okay, fairly okay with, what was that now? Geometry? 
Yeah, I did fairly okay with geometry at the Priory. I got that. And now, oh, I got stuck—I 
shouldn’t say. . . . At trigonometry. 

MK: Trigonometry? 

AW: I couldn’t figure that out for anything in the world. 

MK: But you were okay with the geometry at St. Andrew’s Priory? 

AW: Yeah. 

MK: And then the history, the English, those subjects . . . 
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AW: Those were okay, those were okay. Even in Japan, I did pretty good in history, because of my 
biwa. Because whenever we got into a new biwa lesson, the teacher would explain to us, you 
know, “This is the era where we have this real cruel Oda Nobunaga. He’s one that even killed his 
own half-brother to get where he wanted to be,” and so on and so forth. And I would be listening 
to that story, you know, and it was just listening to, you know, a Japanese record. 

MK: So your biwa lessons helped you in your understanding of the happenings . . . 

AW: Yeah, the history. Even today, you know, I could watch these Japanese shows—the samurai 
shows—and really enjoy it, when it comes to the history part.  

MK: You know, going back to at St. Andrew’s Priory and your academics, it’s an all-girls’ school. 
Socially, what was it like for you in those days, in the late 1930s, going to St. Andrew’s Priory? 
What kinds of activities did you participate in? 

AW: You know the funniest thing? I wanted to do the hula. But at St. Andrew’s Priory, you know, I 
had to join the chorus. They called it, the chorus. So I said, “Why can’t we have hula dancing?” 
She said, “No, no. But I’ll check into it, because there’s more to this hula dancing than this.” So 
Sister Rhoda was doing. Now, the St. Andrew’s Priory girls are doing the hula, thanks to when I 
said, “Why we in chorus?” Oh, then, we had dances, okay? We were only allowed to date boys 
from Kamehameha School. Sister Rhoda said she tried to get people that used to go to—what was 
that now?—Mid Pacific [Institute]. Only just the two schools’ boys were allowed.  

WN: What about ‘Iolani? I thought ‘Iolani was with St. Andrew’s. 

AW: Oh, that’s right. Three, three, okay, okay. They were all brother schools. So we didn’t like that. I 
didn’t go to too many of those dances because I went to the McKinley [High School] dances (MK 
laughs) because I went to Japanese school, see, with my old friends. So I always went to the 
McKinley dances.  

MK: You know, like your parents, Mom and Dad, are issei. How did they take to their daughter going 
out to social dances? 

AW: Oh, well, my mother certainly didn’t like it. But my dad was okay, uh-huh, yeah, because she 
would say, “Now, jüniji made.” Twelve o’clock was the deadline, see, because some of the boys I 
went with, my mother knew. She says, “You have to come home jüniji made.” And then, you 
know, we would come out from McKinley, we would come this way, and then we would eat 
saimin and things like that. We could come home one o’clock. Instead of just ringing the 
doorbell, I would go to my father’s side of the bedroom, and I would call him, and he would wake 
up and open the door for me. 

 The next morning, when my mother asks me, asks my dad when I came home, he said, “Saa,” he 
said, “jüniji mae, datta ka, no? (Well, I wonder if it was sometime before twelve o’clock.)” He 
was always kind of, you know, yeah? You know, fathers and daughters are that way. I was very 
close with my dad. Actually, I should have been closer to my mom, but she was always lecturing 
me, see, so I kind of kept away from her. 

MK: You know, being the only daughter, and the youngest one in the family, too, were your parents 
more protective or any different from other parents, compared to your friends’ situations? 

AW: My mother was. She was always, you know, thinking not the good part, but always thinking the 
“could happen” sort of thing. And my father just used to back me up by saying, “That’s enough 
already, mö takusan.” My dad really helped me. 
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MK: And then, at St. Andrew’s Priory, besides the social dances, were there any other activities or 
clubs that you participated in? 

AW: Not really, because Sister Rhoda was into college-preparatory, so she just had all these—what do 
you call that now?—make-up classes when she found out we weren’t doing too well in Latin. 
She, herself, used to have make-up Latin classes, things like that. So that was stressed. 

MK: And then when you were nearing your graduation, what were your hopes for the future? What 
were you planning to do? 

AW: Well, I was sort of going into teaching, you know, because that’s what my mother. . . . See, it was 
her influence on me, you know. I didn’t think about nursing, but she used to say that there was a 
neighbor’s daughter when we were living in Nu‘uanu, with all these Japanese families. She said, 
“You know the Kaneko no family, the onësan, [the elder daughter of the Kaneko family] she 
graduated,” you know, “from a normal school, and she, without having to—” You know, my 
father was a businessman, so he has to buy things to make money, you know—and she said, 
“with no extra money, just karada dake [by her own means], she made a hundred dollars a 
month.” My mother thought that was terrific. And that was one reason why I’m going to school. 
That was the only reason, that, “Oh, just karada dake.” 

 So my father told my mother, “Don’t talk about earning so much money, and this and that.” He 
said, “Nobody can take education away. But okane [money], she might marry someone who’s 
rich and he might spend it for her.” 

My dad used to, he always used to kind of be humorous of the whole thing, make light of things. 
Like, we had a store. The first time, people would come in and he would have really funny things 
to say [about intermarriages] and make everybody laugh. But after that, he would always say, we 
are partly to blame for some of these children of ours that are marrying outside the Japanese race, 
because—that’s his experience—we like it so much here that we wanted to come back and stay. 
We have to take some of that fault. I don’t know why, but I remember saying, that after making 
everybody laugh, he said, “Koreans and Chinese are okay, because they eat with chopsticks like 
Japanese.” You know, something like that. 

MK: So you were saying that your mom was thinking that she’d want you to become a teacher, 
because she knew of this other young woman that was getting a hundred dollars a month as a 
teacher.  

AW: Yeah, that was the only good thing she could think of, yeah. But she didn’t want me go any 
further than Priory. 

MK: Then how about your father? What did he feel? 

AW: Oh, he wanted me to be what I wanted to be. He said, “You have to like what you’re going to 
do.”  

 So I told him, “The sister at Priory said I should be a nurse, if that’s what I want to be.” That was 
okay with him.  

MK: And, if you could, for yourself, what were your thoughts, what did you want to do? 

AW: I said I wanted to be a nurse. 

MK: And how did Sister Rhoda put it to you? She asked you certain questions to make you think it? 
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AW: Yeah, she said, “If your needs were all met, like clothing, food,” and you know. “Your needs 
were all met, what would you like to do?“ 

 I said, “I’d like to be a nurse, because,” I said, “I’m a lot more patient with sick people than 
regular.” (Laughs) You know. When they’re sick, well everything is then excused. No matter 
what they say or do, they say they’re sick. I think that’s what nursing is all about.  

MK: Well, why don’t we end here for today. And the next session, we’re going to have you going into 
nurse’s training. Okay? 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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  And Mrs. Watanabe, we’re going to continue where we left off. And you had just told me that 
Sister Rhoda asked you some key questions. You answered the questions, and you decided you’re 
going to go into nursing. 

AW: Nursing. 

MK: Now, what were your parents’ reactions when they heard you wanted to go into nursing? 

AW: Oh, my father was perfectly for it, you know, but it was my mother. It was my mother. She felt 
that, in Japan, they were like maids—in fact, the lowest of the maids—and she didn’t like that. 
She said, “You’re my only daughter, and,” you know, “I would like to expect more of you.” So 
she said, “Okay,” you know, “I’ll. . . . I’m going to talk to Father [Philip T.] Fukao.” He was the 
Episcopalian minister at Holy Trinity on Liliha Street. And he said to her that—he really helped 
me, Father Fukao—he said, “Why don’t you let her go to Saint. . . .” 

  Because my mother said, “She’s so spoiled that she will not get through the,” you know, “the 
clinical part.” 

  So he said, “Well, how do you know, unless you let her try? And for the rest of your life, you’d 
be sorry if you didn’t let her try, you know.” 

  So, my mother finally consented. “Okay, if you’re going—” you know, “If you insist on going,” 
she said, “I cannot go against all of you,” because my big brother and my father, they were 
willing to send me. So, that’s how I got to St. Luke’s. 

MK: I know that before you went to St. Luke’s, you had about six months training at St. Francis. 

AW: St. Francis, yes. 

MK: What was it like at St. Francis Hospital? 

AW: Well, it was a little different, because I went to an Episcopalian school. All the early morning, 
you know. . . . When we started school, we went to the chapel and everything. It really was 
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different. It really was different, yeah, but that was okay. I wanted to go to St. Luke’s in San 
Francisco so badly, so I got through. It was kind of strange for me to go to a Catholic setting, you 
know. But somehow, I got through it. 

MK: You know, I noticed that before you went to St. Luke’s, you had to work for your passage at 
Dole. 

AW: That’s right. 

MK: What did you do at Dole Cannery? 

AW: I was working. . . . My brother was a foreman of the cased goods department, and so he had me 
working on a rather easy job. So I was working in the cased goods department and putting cans 
and the cased goods. So somehow, I figured that I have to do my best, so I made my own passage. 

MK: And then, I know that you went to St. Luke’s Hospital from about 1939, for about two-and-a-half 
years, until the war started. And I was wondering, what kind of training did you receive at St. 
Luke’s Hospital? 

AW: Oh, wonderful training, wonderful. Every other sentence that was given to us from our instructors 
were, “Now—” you know, “at St. Luke’s, we didn’t quite make first, but I expect you girls in this 
class to make first—” the state board exam. I went through St. Luke’s with a real good, nice 
attitude because they were so nice, the Episcopalians. So then, of course, I was an Episcopalian 
from St. Luke’s Hospital.  

MK: You know, at St. Luke’s, was the training academic or clinical? 

AW: It was both, and lots of it.  

MK: So what kinds of things did they teach you to do at St. Luke’s? 

AW: Well, they expected us to go out and be teachers—instructors, you know. We had affiliation with 
Stanford University, down the ways, and we. . . . So, they, too, insisted on, “Well, this is a state 
board question.” It was pretty academic, for that time of the era, my time. I’ll never forget when 
we took our state board exams. I was already in [internment] camp, married to Tetsui. So when 
the state board came, they sent someone from San Francisco for me to take the state board 
nursing examination at San Francisco, in the San Francisco gym. One of the girls saw me, my 
classmates, because I was standing by the mezzanine window and looking around. She waved, so 
the others all waved. I made beautiful friends at St. Luke’s. To me, I had a very nice jöhin na 
[respectable, gracious] nurse’s training. I did, I did. 

MK: And how was the faculty at St. Luke’s? 

AW: All Episcopalians, so I can see why Sister Rhoda insisted that I go to St. Luke’s. Because most of 
the girls—like maybe you remember [Republican] Senator Thelma Akana? She was a St. Luke’s 
girl, too. She graduated, of course, years before me. But that’s the reason why my brother, too, 
was all for it because he was a diehard Republican, my big brother, see. So he wanted me to, you 
know, to be like Thelma Akana. So she’s one of the reasons why I got to go, too. So I really 
enjoyed that St. Luke’s Hospital. 

MK: You know, I was reading somewhere, in the 1930s, 1940s, when nurses were being trained, 
everything was very strict, like you had to act a certain way with the higher nurses . . . 
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AW: Oh, yes. 

MK: . . . or act a certain way with the doctors. 

AW: Oh, yes, yes. 

MK: Tell me. 

AW: We had to know our place, as a student nurse. It was quite a strenuous [program]. . . . It wasn’t 
just teaching us nursing, but it was teaching us, I would say, how to act like a professional nurse. 

MK: How did you address the superior nurses or the doctors? 

AW: Oh, it was always, “Mrs. So-and-So,” or “Miss So-and-So.” And they gave me the same respect. 
So I’m glad I received my training at St. Luke’s. 

MK: How about your relationship with the older students? How did you have to treat them? 

AW: Oh, my goodness, yes. The seniors were not allowed to sit with the juniors, and we were really 
known to keep our distance and show respect to the upperclassmen—that’s one thing I remember. 

MK: How about with the doctors? 

AW: Oh, the doctors, too, my goodness. Those days, some of them were like gods, the doctors. I will 
never forget some of the young interns. When I went into the room to do my charting, or when a 
doctor came to the room, to the chart room, to do the charting, I jumped up. And he pushed my 
head down, he said, “Listen, this is not the army.” (WN chuckles.) So the doctors were changing. 
So I started to, at least, not be too afraid of the doctors. At first, I was. But as I became a senior, 
then the war came out. 

MK: And I wanted to ask you, when you were like a student nurse, how much contact did you have 
with the patients and the families in the wards? 

AW: Well, I think it’s because we were all Episcopalians, we were very close. And [later] I chose my 
sterling silverware for myself and for my girls [daughters] because, you know, I was invited to 
homes in San Francisco.  

MK: You were invited to the homes of . . . 

AW: Of the San Francisco, you know, and they were kind of socialites, too.  

MK: You know St. Luke’s, what kind of people did they treat in those days? It was sort of in the south 
of Mission area, right? 

AW: Yeah, it was on 27th and Mission Street. It was right behind Sears and Roebuck. 

MK: So did the patients mostly come from that area, or all over? 

AW: Oh, no, they mainly came from South San Francisco—you know, the peninsula? So our patients 
were kind of different, too—you know, kind of high class, ne? 

MK: You know, I’m curious. Because you were Japanese and you’re from Hawai‘i, how did people at 
St. Luke’s treat you? 
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AW: Oh, so nicely. I was invited because I was from Hawai‘i, I think. There were two other Japanese 
girls we had to evacuate with. But St. Luke’s Hospital got me a chance to graduate with the St. 
Luke’s Hospital in Denver, Colorado. Then they said, “You know, why don’t you go, because 
your parents spent so much money sending you over—” you know, they were so nice. And they 
said, “I got you permission to sent you to St. Luke’s in . . .” 

MK: Denver? 

AW: Denver, uh-huh. 

MK: To graduate. 

AW: So I was supposed to go, but then my Japanese girlfriend, I mean my Japanese schoolmate—she 
was a year older than me—she told me one day, “What are you planning to do?” 

 I said, “I think I’m going to St. Luke’s in Denver.” 

 Then she said, “Why are you? My mother said, ‘Please—’ ” 

They said in those Japanese days, “Neko no te mo karitai gurai [isogashii], dakara ne (Because 
we would like to borrow even a cat’s paw; we are extremely shorthanded.)” “Please come,” 
because she said that in Alton, where she’s from, she said her aunty just didn’t know what to do 
with herself, because here, her husband was köchö-sensei [principal] and a Japanese school 
teacher, and of course she was helping him, the aunty. 

I went to—chee, I’m trying to shake my mind—the chaplain of our St. Luke’s School of Nursing. 
I went to him and I said, “There’s one thing my mother said, if I have to have some advice, you 
be sure to go to—she called it the obon-san.” She means . . . 

MK: The priest or chaplain. 

AW: . . . the priest or the chaplain, whatever. So I went. And he said, “Alice.” He said—no, he called 
me, “Miss Oka.” Very, very formal. “Miss Oka,” he said, “if you follow your heart, you’ll go 
with your people. But if you follow your head, you’ll go and finish up at St. Luke’s, at Denver.” 
Well, I thought it over, and the next day, I went and said, “Father, I think I’m going with the 
Tomita family from Alton,” and that’s why I went to Alton. So when you come to think about it, 
my goodness, that’s how I met Tetsui at Tule Lake.  

MK: And so, this going to help this family at Alton, that happened a little bit after the war started, 
yeah? They needed some help . . . 

AW: They needed some help. 

MK: . . . so you decided to go to your friend’s family’s home, instead of going to St. Luke’s in Denver 
to graduate. 

AW: I did, and I’m glad I did, because I thought, “Well, at least I’ll have a family to be with.” And see, 
all my life, somebody was always there to give me a hand to help me.  

MK: Kind of worked out, yeah? 

AW: It worked out, it really did. 
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MK: And I was wondering, before we get to that part, yeah, I know one time when we came to see 
you, you were telling us that you noticed that Mainlanders treated African American people, 
black people, differently, and you had a story to tell about a classmate that took you shopping. 

AW: Shopping. She said, “Well, do you have a day off today, let’s go to Market Street and do some 
shopping,” and I think it was Macy’s in San Francisco. Then she bought a scarf, my friend, 
Evelyn Marshall—I’ll never forget her, because she gave me such a shock. But she. . . . I sat on 
the other side, like a sam . . . 

MK: Sampan bus. 

AW: . . . sampan bus, yeah, and then she kept on telling me to, “Come, come, come, come, come.” 

  I told her, “No.” 

  She says, “The sun is shining on you, I have the cool spot.” 

  And then afterwards, I thought about it, and I thought, “My goodness, this is the very girl that, 
you know, when she bought the scarf when the saleslady was putting in the box, she said, ‘Hold 
it, hold it, just a minute.’ ” And she said, “ ‘Oh, Mammy, I love you.’ ” 

MK: She wanted you to move your seat so that you’d be away . . . 

AW: Away from a black person. But imagine, and I kind of recall, so all the way going home, I 
thought, “My, isn’t that strange, these people? They can kiss the Mammy’s. . . .” 

MK: The scarf, the gift. 

AW: A birthday gift, and just. . . . But then, they can turn around and dislike very much somebody that 
would sit next to their friend, and they didn’t want me to sit next to her. But that’s one of the 
racial, you know, racial, cultural shocks or whatever you may call it. 

MK: I know that there was another cultural shock that you shared with us, about how you noticed the 
kotonk [Japanese American from the Mainland] girls were so quiet and different from Hawai‘i 
girls. Tell us about that. 

AW: Well, we had a student body meeting, and there was another girl, Sachi Komuro from Los 
Angeles. She spoke beautiful English, perfect English, because her father was a minister in Los 
Angeles. So when the time came to nominate a president—and Sachi was a class above me—I 
raised my hand [to nominate Sachi], and my Alton classmate just looked at me. Afterwards, she 
said, “My goodness, you don’t nominate Nihonjin [Japanese], you know.” So I was so surprised 
that that’s a shock. Of course, when I went to Alton, then I got more surprises, because my friend, 
my friend that took me home, was talking Japanese to her peers. It really surprised me, because 
I’ve never spoken Japanese in sentences to my friends here. So I was really, really surprised. So 
that’s another cultural shock that I got in California, as far as the niseis were concerned. 

MK: I was wondering how her parents treated you, because you were this Japanese girl from Hawai‘i. 

AW: I know, well, see, they wanted me there. And so when I went, she said, “Oh, I think three is 
coming down with measles”—you know, her sister is coming down with measles. Her sister’s 
husband is already taken away the day, köchö-sensei, you see, so he had to go. So he wasn’t 
there. And so, “Could you take care of the sick ones,” because we know how to isolate the sick 
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ones from the proper ones. So I know I remembered before we went to camp, I stayed with the 
aunty. 

MK: Because they had measles in the household.  

AW: And another thing—I was able to help Sachi Komuro. She passed on already, but Sachi . . . 

MK: The upperclassman that you wanted to nominate. 

AW: . . . the upperclassman that I wanted to nominate, she got in. She got in. And my Japanese friends 
were so amazed, because I jumped up and said, “Sachi is the best!” 

(Laughter) 

  You know how we do here. “Sachi is the best!” But Sachi was like Tetsui, she was born in Japan, 
so she was not an American citizen. So, she couldn’t take the state board in San Francisco, in 
California. 

  So I wrote to my big brother, and he said, “Oh, send her over.” He said, “We’ll see to it, and we 
need nurses in Hawai‘i. So we’ll see to it that we’ll, you know, get her a job. Tell her to come.” 
Sure enough, when she passed her board [exam], he used someone, people like Thelma Akana, 
Senator Thelma Akana. He told her, “Remember my sister went to St. Luke’s because of you?” 

  She said, “Don’t worry.” She says, “We need nurses.” So Senator Akana got Sachi a job, and my 
folks took care of her. She said, “Now, look at all the people taking care of me.” So that’s the 
least that they could do. 

MK: You know, another thing, I want to move you back to December 7. Pearl Harbor was bombed. 
Now, go back to that day, and how did you first hear about that? 

AW: Well, I was working nights, I think, if I’m not mistaken. I went down to breakfast, and I was 
popping in my toast, and then I noticed a big thing saying, “War.” So then I said, “What is this?” 
There were, I think, a few girls that realized that I was a Japanese from Hawai‘i. But they didn’t 
say anything. They were just kind of very. . . . They didn’t say anything. But my classmates were 
very nice, very nice, because, see, they took me home to their homes down the peninsula of South 
San Francisco. 

  And then it was so cute because when they said, “Don’t be afraid to go out, because we’ll put you 
right in the middle.” I made lifelong friends. When I went into Walerga, a family I’ll never forget, 
the Dahls, Jim and family, of course, yeah, from way back. But anyway, they came, and what we 
did was, you know, [at the] chicken-wire fence? We had to try and stick our fingers in and held 
each other. 

  Finally, my friend Nelly Dahl, she said, “Come Alice, give me a kiss.” We kissed at the wire. So, 
people were very, very nice. 

WN: How did you feel when you found out that, you know, they bombed Pearl Harbor, which was in 
Hawai‘i, and you’re from Hawai‘i?  

AW: Oh, yeah. 

WN: Did you think about your parents? 
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AW: Well, I thought immediately of my parents. Not only that, but when I saw the paper the next 
morning, I saw, “Corner of King and McCully [site of an explosion],” and my folks lived on 
McCully. I was pretty shocked and worried. Then I got this—and I have it somewhere—but I got 
this wire from my big brother saying, “Everybody’s safe.” He knew that I would be worried. 

MK: You know, between the time when war started—December 7—to the time you went to Walerga, 
how much contact did you have with your family back in Hawai‘i? 

AW: That’s the only thing I received from home. Of course, I wrote, but my brothers—my oldest 
brother that sent me—told my brother right above me, he said, “Well,” he says, “you’re married, 
and you have a family,” to my younger brother. So my younger brother said, “You go and 
represent the family.” So that’s what happened. But see, he had a football injury. And then when 
he went to Camp Shelby, I think the football injury made him unable to do the long, long . . . 

WN: Hikes. 

AW: . . . hikes, yeah. So he was sent back, he was sent back. 

MK: But that brother did enter service for a while. (One older brother was in the service for a short 
time until he was sent home from Camp Shelby due to his leg problem. One leg was a bit shorter 
than the other and he walked with a limp.) 

AW: No, he didn’t. I don’t exactly know what happened, but my second brother did not go. But he was 
with the Board of Water Supply, so he was in a position where in emergencies, he was needed. 
So, it seems that the Board of Water Supply. . . . My brother wanted to go, my second older 
brother, but he was told by, you know—what do you call that now? 

MK: That he should just stay . . . 

AW: He should stay, because, “You are needed for the emergencies for the Board of Water Supply.” 
Of course, when he retired, he was the head of a department. 

MK: He stayed there for a long time. 

AW: . . . yeah, he stayed a long time. 

MK: You know, going back to that time after December 7, and before you went to Walerga—you were 
still outside, yeah, you weren’t sent to the assembly center—were there any incidents you 
experienced because you were Japanese? 

AW: No, no. Maybe because I was a girl, and we used to walk around in our nurse’s uniform. We used 
to go to the daycare center for nurses, and we had our uniform on. And then, quite a few of my 
classmates was taken as second lieutenants. 

MK: Did you have any fears, though, at that time? 

AW: No, I didn’t, I really didn’t. 

MK: You know, you were saying that you were in your nurse’s uniform. At what stage in nurse’s 
training do you start getting into the uniform and the cap and everything? 

AW: Oh, we already have our caps. We already have our caps, and we—I don’t know if they allowed 
us to do that before that, but they allowed us to go on the bus, because gas was getting scarce. I 
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used to go to the daycare center for people who didn’t have a place to leave their children. And 
then, so I guess my uniform protected me. 

MK: And then when it came to the time when you were told that you folks, the Japanese, were going to 
be moved to an assembly center, what did they tell you? 

AW: Oh, again, I was working nightshift, and then my friends, a couple of the girls came. “Alice, did 
you know that you have to be,” you know, “relocated to San Francisco?” In ten days, for some 
such thing, you know. 

  I said, “Oh my goodness.” So that’s when I went to our Dr. Johnson, I remember, and I didn’t talk 
to him, but I spoke to my director of nurses, and she spoke to Dr. Johnson. And then they started 
to make arrangements for me to go to St. Luke’s in Denver. 

MK: But then you went to your friend’s place. 

AW: I went to my friend’s place, which was a good thing I did. 

MK: And then, you know, when it came time to figure out what to do with your belongings, what did 
you do? 

AW: Well, my haole [Caucasian] roommate had a sister the same size with me, and they’re the family I 
said used to take me to dinner and to their home—and so, yeah. I think I have only two—
whatever I can carry—(phone rings) so I had two . . . 

MK: Two suitcases? 

AW: Yeah, two suitcases, and then that’s when my parents sent the money and said, “Oh, okay, 
understand you’re able to carry,” they were reading in Hawai‘i, “so why don’t you. . . . Here’s 
some money.” I don’t know how much it was already, but I think that was about the first 
communication I got from Hawai‘i. So I was able to get two suitcases, and I had it for the longest 
time. 

MK: And what were your feelings that time when you were told, “You folks are going to be moved to 
this place. . . .” 

AW: Empty feeling, as far as I’m concerned. It was just an empty feeling. It involved so many of us 
that it didn’t scare me too much, especially when I made up my mind that I was going to go with 
the Tomita family. 

MK: And then, I was wondering, when you folks were being transported, who were with you when 
you were being transported out to Walerga? 

AW: I was afraid you were going to ask me that. You know the Japanese, Japanese—he’s a comic. 
He’s a comic. Oh, my goodness, I can see his face, but I can’t . . . 

MK: There was a Japanese comic? 

WN: Oh, you mean like a comedian? 

AW: Comedian. 

MK: And the Tomitas. 
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AW: And the Tomitas. I was supposed to be their niece. 

WN: You mean, the . . . 

AW: The Tomitas, they put me down as a niece . . . 

MK: So that you could be with them. 

AW: . . . so I could be with them. 

WN: I see. 

AW: So you see how nice people were to me, you know? 

MK: And then how were you folks transported? In what? 

AW: Oh, we was transported on one of those, like a cattle, cattle . . . 

WN: Like a truck? 

AW: Truck, you might say. See, on the side, there’s just seats facing each other. I’ll never forget. Oh, 
my goodness, when some Chinese or whoever—I can’t recall who—but they said, “You Japs 
don’t come back!” 

  And then maybe I shouldn’t be using this kind of language, but I just turned around and said, 
“Oh, you shut up!” And then my friend Tomita, the one that was going to St. Luke’s, that 
[covered] my mouth, when I nominated—you know, Sachi Komuro from Los Angeles—she 
just . . . 

MK: She put her hand over your. . . . She wanted you to stop talking? 

AW: She wanted me to stop talking. They were so intimidated, you know.  

MK: That took a lot of courage for you to . . . 

AW: For me to say that. 

MK: . . . to say that. 

AW: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Afterwards, I was kind of scared. Afterwards I was kind of scared. I said, “Oh, 
my goodness, what if they had a gun?” or something and used it on us, by getting so sassy. 

(Laughter) 

 In Hawai‘i, we’re so free. We were not afraid of anybody.  

MK: At that time, when you were on that truck, did you know where they were going to take you? 

AW: No, we did not know. We just went where they took us and dropped us. And then it was north 
Sacramento. Walerga. 

MK: In your mind, that time you were on the truck, what were you expecting? 
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AW: Well, really nothing. Because everything was happening so fast, you know. So we went there, and 
then when I walked down the walk to get into the gate of the Tule Lake, I saw an old Japanese 
school classmate of mine. And I’ll never forget, because we used to call him “Shakushi Face 
[Ladle Face].” He’s that Watanabe store on Beretania no son [Watanabe store owner’s son]. And 
I said, “Hi.” 

 He looked at me, and he said, “Hey. Alice!” 

 And I said, “Oh, Shakushi Face.”  

(Laughter) 

  I guess that’s the greeting of the Mainland Japanese realizing that we nickname everybody. Poor 
thing was not too good-looking . . . 

(Laughter) 

  . . . so we called him Shakushi Face. Yeah, yeah. So then, but he really took care of me, too. 

MK: How come he was up there? 

AW: I think he was going to. . . . Those days, a lot of the boys were going to—what was that now?—
Like Dr. John Kometani, Katsumi Kometani, they all went to that . . . 

MK: Was it college or. . . ? 

AW: It’s a college, it’s a college. 

WN: In Sacramento, near Sacramento? 

AW: Yeah, near Sacramento, North Sacramento. 

WN: And Dr. Kometani went there? 

AW: Dr. Kometani, John Kometani, went there. 

MK: And so, you’re walking down in the assembly center, you see a familiar face . . . 

AW: And then he says, “Alice!” 

  And then I see him, “Oh, Shakushi Face!” 

  Then all my Japanese friends, laughing, they said, “You people really have a lot of nicknames, 
don’t you?” 

(Laughter) 

  “Yes, we do.”  

MK: As you went into the place, what were your thoughts about the place? First thoughts, first 
impressions? 
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AW: Oh, my goodness, what was my first thought anyway? Not really [anything]. We were like sheep. 
Not really [anything]. We just did as we were told, that’s what was happening at the time.  

MK: All along while that is happening, when you’re being transported and when you’re being led out 
of the truck, were there guards or other people with you? 

AW: Oh yes, oh yes. Yes, yes. There were, there were. 

MK: Were they armed? 

AW: They were armed. But now, they were nice. Can you beat that? They were nice. In fact, some of 
the guards who were guarding me—I mean guarding the fence that I was kind of sticking my 
hand inside, kissing each other [AW and the Dahl family] on the cheek on the chicken-wire fence, 
and Obächan—she was a grandmother—wanted to come see me, too. So the obächan was putting 
her face on the barbed-wire fence and she was trying to give me a kiss. Oh, then I saw the guard, 
he was just shaking his head. I saw the guard just shaking his head, saying, “Chee, this is not 
right,” you know, kind of look he gave us. So he turned away most of the time.  

MK: And this was at the fence at Walerga? 

AW: This was Walerga, because Tule Lake was a little too far inland for anybody to even visit us. 

MK: So when you say the obächan, who was that? 

AW: Oh, a grandmother of one of my schoolmates. 

MK: Japanese? 

AW: No, no. 

MK: Oh, this was the Dahl family? 

AW: Yeah, okay.  

MK: Okay, but you were referring to her as Obächan, so, huh? (Chuckles) The grandmother, yeah? 

WN: Did you ever have a sense that you were going to see them again? 

AW: No, I thought, “This is it.” Isn’t that something? So I cried.  

WN: Must have been very emotional. 

AW: Yeah, so I cried. Because Obächan cried—you know, Mrs. Dahl, Grandmother Dahl. So the 
guard—that’s the thing I remember about the guard, he just looked at us and just walked away. 
Like, “Okay, you can stay a little longer,” because he was telling everybody shaking the gate, and 
say, “Go, go.”  

MK: Besides that time, the tearful occasion at the chicken-wire fence, were there other occasions, you 
know, from the time December 7 happened that you would break down and cry? 

AW: Yeah, yeah. Well, not really break down and cry. But what happened was, my state board came, 
and remember I was saying, St. Luke’s Hospital said, “We are going to give you your graduate 
nurse’s certificate from St. Luke’s, but we cannot seem to get through to the state board. But 
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we’ll try.” Sure enough, they tried. So when I was able to take the state board, a police matron 
came [as an escort]. 

MK: And that was when you were at Tule Lake. 

AW: When I was at Tule Lake, yeah. It took me by train to San Francisco. 

MK: For your boards, yeah? You know, getting back to the Walerga time, I was wondering, with 
whom and where you housed at Walerga? 

AW: Well, you see the thing is this. As soon as I found out that I was, you know, graduate nurse, 
anyway, they said, “Okay,” he says, “you could live at the hospital.” So that was wonderful, 
because we had our own sewage. That was really wonderful. 

MK: And how many of you lived in the hospital? 

AW: Oh, all the interns and all the student nurses. 

MK: And when you say it was a hospital, how well equipped was it, because it seemed like everything 
was rushed. How was it?  

AW: Oh, I’ll never forget when we delivered babies. I had to boil instruments. I remember that. 

MK: This is at Walerga? 

AW: This is at Walerga. But when we went to Tule Lake, they had a nice setup. Tetsui and those 
people were all there with the X-ray equipment and everything. 

MK: You know, when you mentioned that you had to deliver babies at Walerga, how many babies 
were born there? 

AW: Quite a few, quite a few. I don’t remember, because we just took our turns. 

WN: So you were there for like a month and a half . . . 

AW: Yes. 

WN: . . . so you remember a lot of babies being born during that month and a half? 

AW: Yes, yes. I remember quite a few babies being born. 

MK: What a place to start life, yeah? 

AW: I know. 

MK: And like you were saying, you were at the hospital—you slept there, you worked there. How 
about eating? 

AW: Oh, that’s the best part. (MK chuckles.) We had. . . . Doctors had special, you know, food coming 
in. We’re the only ones that had salads and good cuts of meat, because there were a lot of those 
things that disappeared on the way to camp.  

WN: And how large was the staff at the hospital at Walerga? 
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AW: How large? 

WN: Yeah, like how many people, nurses and doctors? 

AW: Well, I’d say that there must’ve been about a hundred of us.  

WN: And all hundred of you lived on the hospital . . . 

AW: On the hospital grounds. 

MK: And when you say “the hospital,” babies were delivered, what kind of other medical care was 
given at the hospital? 

AW: Oh, we had—not at Walerga, but when we went with Tetsui’s extra equipment and everything, 
we had a tubercular . . . 

MK: T.B. ward. 

AW: Yeah. We had a medical ward, surgical ward. Well, the other thing was this. That’s another thing 
that I don’t think I mentioned in there, but I realized that in order to. . . . I promised three 
interesting case studies, and so I was writing it out. And then I realized that, “My goodness, 
these”—this is at Tule Lake, now—“my goodness, gee, they were all sort of stress-related, and 
men [were affected].” Ladies were pretty happy because they were having a ball. 

MK: Because the women didn’t have to do all the housework and all. 

AW: Housework and everything, yeah. But the men at Tule Lake because they lost their position as the 
head of the family.  

MK: So you noticed that at Tule Lake. And then, you know, before we go to Tule Lake, I was just 
wondering, when you mentioned babies being born, there were also young children at Walerga. 
Were there like . . . 

AW: Pediatrics? 

MK: . . . pediatric treatments? 

AW: Mm-hmm, they had everything there at Tule Lake.  

MK: And you were involved in all sorts of services at the hospital? 

AW: Yes. When we went there, the director of nursing would say, “Well today, I’m going to have you 
there, and you there, and you here.”  

MK: So you were general duty. 

AW: Yes, just really general duty.  

MK: For your work at Walerga, were you paid in the hospital? 

AW: Yes we were, we were paid.  

MK: And at Walerga, when you weren’t working, what were you doing for that time? 
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AW: At Walerga when I wasn’t working? No play time, no play time. Constantly working. I don’t 
remember having a day off, really. 

MK: You know, in general, how were relations with people at Walerga? Things were getting along, 
or. . . ? 

AW: Yes, yes. That’s another thing—there were people from Seattle, there were people from Oregon, 
and I got to know all kinds of people, the niseis, because they told me to teach as a nurse’s aide 
with the help of my director. She said, “Well, we have to use you as a graduate nurse.” 

MK: So your training at St. Luke’s . . . 

AW: I started. Yeah, I started. 

MK: And the . . . 

AW: . . . teaching nurse’s aides, because see, when we went to this. . . . Where we went to take care of 
those children that were, didn’t have anyplace to go during the war, and with the war effort and 
everything, they wanted places to keep the nurses. That’s where I helped training the nurse’s 
aides. That’s where I started. 

MK: So you were training nurse’s aides like in a daycare situation, and you continued to do that kind 
of work at Walerga.  

AW: Walerga, mm-hmm. 

MK: And I was curious, too, at Walerga, how much freedom did you folks have within the camp? 

AW: Oh, within the camp, they had all kinds of, what should I say? They had good entertainment at 
Walerga. Not Walerga, I’m talking about Tule Lake, because we didn’t really stay at Walerga too 
long. I think it was only about two months. 

MK: So we’ll go to Tule Lake. What was your reaction when you heard that you folks were being 
moved out of Walerga and going to this other place? 

AW: Well, it was absolutely no reaction. Says, “You are going, on such and such a date, this whole 
block. And you’re going to join the people from Seattle.” That’s the first time I met up with 
Seattle niseis. They were just jöhin na [refined] people. They spoke very little Japanese, but they 
were very jöhin. 

MK: They seemed different to you than the California people? 

AW: Yes. I think so, I think so. And they realized that, too. The Japanese from Los Angeles, they 
realized that the people from Seattle were a little more jöhin. 

MK: More jöhin. A little bit more cultured, maybe a little bit more higher class? 

AW: Yeah, a little more higher class. So I got along with anybody. I’m from Hawai‘i. 

MK: You know, how did they move you folks form Walerga to Tule Lake? 

AW: Train. 
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MK: Oh, how was that? 

AW: They had all the windows closed. They took us at daybreak—I mean not daybreak, well, the 
beginning of the evening—and they took us there. All the windows. So we didn’t get to open the 
windows until early in the morning, then we realized where we were. I could see Mount Shasta. 
We really didn’t know where we were going, you know. 

MK: Just being told. 

AW: Mm-hmm, just being told, “You just go. This block to report to such and such.” 

MK: Placed on the train, transported to . . . 

AW: Yeah, transported to wherever they wanted to take us.  

MK: You know, Tule Lake was in Newell, California. 

AW: Newell, close to Newell, California. N-E-W-E-L-L. Newell, California. 

MK: And when you got there, what did the place look like to you? 

AW: Oh, so barren. So barren. But then, after a few days, they used to bring this lumber, and just dump 
it in the middle of the block. These Japanese are really resourceful, you know. They made nice, 
you know—what do you call that now?—hang over, I guess that’s what you call it. They made 
entryways . . . 

MK: Like porches? 

AW: Yeah, yeah, for the Japanese, yeah.  

MK: And what else did you notice? It was barren . . . 

AW: Barren. The sand storms, I remember.  

MK: So not much vegetation.  

AW: But see, we were, as you know, in the hospital, so we didn’t have to go through all that sand 
and . . . 

MK: You know, when you say that you folks were in the hospital, again, were you living in the 
hospital? 

AW: Yeah, we were living in the hospital on one end. 

MK: And how were living arrangements in the hospital? 

AW: Well, they did give us a place close to the hospital, that’s it. The doctors and nurses were all 
assigned to that, so we can eat all our meals at the hospital. 

MK: So you were living in a place near to the hospital . . . 

AW: Near to the hospital. 
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MK: . . . and eating meals at the hospital. 

AW: At the hospital. 

MK: How were the meals at this hospital, compared to Walerga? 

AW: Oh, much better.  

MK: Better? 

AW: Yeah, it was much better. Wait now, maybe I shouldn’t say that. (MK chuckles.) I think it was 
better at—because it was smaller. 

MK: Better at Walerga? 

AW: It was better at Walerga, mm-hmm. 

MK: You know, in terms of the food, because you folks are Nihonjin [Japanese], did you folks get any 
Japanesey foods or all American? 

AW: Well, the thing is that it, depending on mess no, that mess no chef [mess’ chef] will cook. 
Everybody got the same food. You know, like whole bags of cabbage and Spam. The ones I 
remember, I was living with the Sacramento group, as you know, so I realized that, these people, 
you know, had all this. . . . The ones that had worked in the Japanese restaurant will cook cabbage 
with Spam and oshöyu, sato jöyu [with sugar and soy sauce] kind of thing. Then the others, if 
they worked in a hotel, a large hotel, they would make baked ham with cloves. So it made a 
difference. 

MK: And like you were sleeping in a place near the hospital, your food you were getting from the 
mess. How about things like laundry? How did you deal with laundry? 

AW: Well, we used to come back and do our laundry at our own assigned area. Like I was with the 
Tomita family, so I went back to the Tomitas. 

MK: And then how about things like toilet facilities? 

AW: Oh, that was terrible. We had just, you know, just cubicles. Well, see, that’s the reason why I 
hardly went back. I stayed at the hospital, because we know we were able to get the regular 
plumbing.  

WN: Oh, so the barracks didn’t have plumbing. 

AW: No, absolutely not. 

WN: Oh. 

MK: Did they have like communal . . . 

WN: What about running water? 

AW: Oh yes, we had running water. Yeah, and of course, you know laundry and things like that, we 
did it all by hand and washboard. 
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MK: How about things like showering and bathing? 

AW: Oh, yes we had. We had. We had showers, these huge showers, maybe half a dozen. A lot of 
times, people used to go at midnight to take a shower or use the bathroom, but we could avoid 
that because we used the hospital’s shower. 

MK: You know, like you were saying that sometimes people would go late at night to go take showers. 
How about curfews, limitations on when you folks could be out or be inside? 

AW: Well, I don’t remember that. We knew we cannot go out unless we got special permission to walk 
around Mount Shasta—I hope that was Mount Shasta. But we had our times of entertainment. 
Like they had hikes and things like that, yeah. Even if I say, you know, we had all those facilities, 
we really worked. We didn’t have any of these hikes and picnics and things like that. 

MK: You didn’t have too much of that because you were working. 

AW: No, no, no, we were working. 

MK: How many hours were you working, those days? 

AW: Oh, sometimes two, two hours. I mean two . . . 

MK: Two shifts? 

AW: Two shifts, sometimes. 

MK: And then, you know, I was curious. I was told that there were different rates of pay for different 
types of work in the camps. As a nurse, about where was your pay compared to others? 

AW: I think doctors got nineteen, and we got something like thirteen, and eight. Something like that. 
You have to ask Tetsui that. He’s more reliable about that. 

MK: You know, in terms of the hospital like that, you have Japanese-American doctors working like 
your husband, you have Japanese-American nurses. Were there also Caucasians working at the 
hospital? 

AW: Oh, yes, all the heads were Caucasians. The director of the hospital, and the chief surgeon, all of 
them. It was so bad, we had so much internal to-do because our doctors were just as good or 
better, our nisei doctors.  

MK: There were some disagreements, internal problems.  

AW: If you write it down, write it down nicely, so I don’t get anybody hurt. 

MK: Okay, you know, you were saying like you could, maybe, go out for hikes and things if you got 
permission. Do you mean like passes? 

AW: Passes. Exactly. They had. . . . Each block had a block manager. They were assigned to set up all 
these different entertainment, like flower arrangements. 

MK: So Japanese flower arrangements? 
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AW: Oh, yes, Japanese flower arrangements. So the ladies had it well, and that’s when I realized that, 
when I was writing the case histories, why, I noticed that these are all men and they’re all stress-
related. 

MK: You noticed that among your patients, they’re all men and they’re all stress-related. 

AW: Yeah, yeah, they were all men and stress-related, because they had lost their positions as . . . 

MK: Head of household. 

AW: Mm-hmm [yes]. 

MK: And then like the women that you noticed in the hospitals, what were they coming in with, what 
kinds of problems if they came in? 

AW: They were having babies. 

MK: Babies. 

AW: And then the usual, I think. They had not too many [problems, ailments], because they were so 
happy. 

MK: (Chuckles) That’s interesting. And, you know, like you were talking about how they had hiking, 
they could take classes in flower arrangement. What other types of classes or activities could 
people be involved in for fun? 

AW: I think it was mostly hiking. 

MK: Mostly hiking. 

AW: Yeah, mostly hiking. 

MK: And how about things like clubs or churches? 

AW: Oh, yes, yes, yes. In fact, we were married by Dr. Daisaku Kitagawa.  

MK: Now that you’ve kind of mentioned marriage, we’re curious, how did you folks [AW and Tetsui 
Watanabe] meet in camp? 

AW: Well, they told me when I went there, they said, “Oh, there’s a Japanese doctor, and he doesn’t 
look too happy because there’s nobody from Hawai‘i.” So I went, and looked, and he was doing 
surgery, if I’m not mistaken. They did everything. They did everything. He was doing surgery. I 
saw he had the saddest eyes. He didn’t know anybody. Besides, he was not only an enemy alien, 
but since he didn’t have his . . . 

MK: [U.S.] citizenship. 

WN: Citizenship. 

AW: . . . citizenship, he was an enemy alien, on top of being an alien. So when we went to get our 
diplomas [AW meant to say marriage license/certificate], in fact, one of the registars came up to 
me and he said, “Do you realize what you’re doing? You may lose your citizenship.” 
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  I told him, “I already lost my citizenship. What am I doing here?” 

MK: So when you went to go get your marriage certificate, they told you that. 

AW: They told me that. I guess he wanted me to be careful in what I was doing. See, if you were a girl, 
they’re very nice, you know.  

MK: So you were told by other people that’s there, this young doctor from Hawai‘i, and he doesn’t 
look too happy. 

AW: And he doesn’t look too happy, so. I don’t know if I. . . . When I went there, there were people 
that. . . . Oh, the one that introduced us was Shinji Kosasa. 

MK: Yeah, yeah. 

AW: Yeah, Shinji Kosasa. Now what was his haole name now? 

MK: Sidney. 

AW: Sidney, yeah, Sidney Kosasa, because he roomed with the Ryugos. 

WN: That was his in-laws, the Ryugos. 

MK: Ryugo family. And so after urging of Sidney Kosasa, you folks . . . 

AW: We got together. 

MK: . . . got together. 

AW: Mm-hmm. 

MK: And when you folks were courting, what did you folks do in camp? 

AW: Five-cents movies. 

MK: Five-cents movies? 

AW: Five-cents movies. And he had the nerve to, you know, propose to me after one or two of those 
five-cents movie dates. 

(Laughter) 

  But I was only too happy to say “Yes,” because, my, we didn’t know how long we were going to 
be in there. 

MK: And so after you two kind of decided you wanted to be together, did you folks notify your 
families back in Hawai‘i? 

AW: I knew he was proper because my brother wrote, and he said, “There’s a doctor that wrote to me, 
that he would like to marry you. Have you decided for yourself?” Because knowing that young 
people, they make all these plans and they tell the parents.  
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 And I said, “Oh, yes, yes. I highly approve of him,” because there were some doctors that told 
me, “You know, for a young man, he’s so down-to-earth.” He seemed to be much, much older 
than he is because he would not say anything unless he’s sure of what he’s saying. Dr. [George] 
Iki, he was originally, way back, from Hawai‘i, so he was kind of looking after me. He said, “I 
highly approve of Dr. Watanabe, now.” 

(Laughter) 

MK: Stamp of approval. 

WN: Oh, so he was mature. 

AW: Yeah, he was mature. He’s always like that. I think the day he was born he was sixty. 

MK: He was born old. 

AW: He was born old already. 

MK: So you folks had your courtship, and I think you mentioned Sidney Kosasa, the Ryugo family. 
Who were some of the other people that you folks were close to in camp? 

AW: Well, we were close to Sacramento people for some reason. Because, remember, we went to the 
camp with the Sacramento group from Walerga. So we were very close with Sacramento. 

MK: And so, when it was time for the wedding, what was the wedding like, your wedding like, in the 
camp? 

AW: Well, I had a friend that said she’ll send me a wedding dress from San Francisco. He [Tetsui 
Watanabe] had his suit, of course. Those days, we didn’t have anything formal to wear. Because I 
had all my books, I knew I had to study for my state boards, so my books came first. Frank 
Miyamoto was from the University of Chicago, and we were very good friends with them. 

MK: So you had like Frank Miyamoto as a friend. Frank Miyamoto from University of Washington. 

AW: Washington, yeah. 

WN: University of Washington, right. 

MK: And I guess this Masa and Deki Seto [Masaharu Richard Seto and Hideko “Deki” Seto]. Oh, you 
remember that, yeah, from Sacramento. So those were like your friends. 

AW: Yes, yes, yes. 

MK: And so when it came time for your wedding, you had your gown from San Francisco. 

AW: It was just a fancy dress, that’s all. 

MK: And what was the ceremony like? You had the Reverend . . . 

AW: Daisaku. 

MK: . . . Daisaku . . . 
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WN: Kitagawa. 

AW: Kitagawa, yeah. 

MK: . . . Kitagawa perform the ceremony. And I know that when the Kosasas got married, Dr. 
Watanabe did like a hula or sang or something. 

AW: Something like that, yeah. 

MK: How about at your wedding? 

AW: He didn’t do a hula. He was. . . . In fact, they [Kosasas] had a big party, whereas we just went to 
the Dr. Daisaku’s chapel, and we just got married. Then so we weren’t able to take any pictures. 
But in the Kosasas’ [wedding]. Yeah, they were able to get a photographer to come in to the camp 
when Shinji and, you know, Minnie got married. 

WN: So besides the bride and groom, and the reverend, and the Kosasas, who else was there? 

AW: No, not the Kosasas. 

WN: Oh, they weren’t there? 

AW: They weren’t there. We had Dr.—let’s see now—a Sacramento doctor. I can’t recall his name. 

MK: So you folks got married in, let’s see, December 1942, and then, you know, spring came. Well, 
later winter, and about that time, I heard people were being asked about their loyalty. 

AW: Oh, yes, yes, yes. 

MK: They had to answer two questions [#27 re: Willingness to serve in the U.S. Armed Forces. #28 re: 
Willingness to swear unqualified allegiance to the U.S. and forswear allegiance to any other 
nation or government]. Now, what were your thoughts about that? 

AW: Well, I thought that I would volunteer, you know, as a army or whatever, military nurse. Of 
course, he [Tetsui Watanabe] was out of the question. The minute they saw that he was [not a 
citizen], you know, yeah, uh-huh. 

MK: And I know that a Dr. [Paul] Hodges sponsored you folks, and you were able to leave camp about 
April 1943, somewhere around that time. When that happened, I know that you folks went to 
Chicago. 

AW: Yes. 

MK: When you folks were going to Chicago, what did you folks have? What did you take with you 
folks? 

AW: Hardly anything. What we took in camp. But the thing is this, that we went to Chicago all right, 
but not even a month later, we got this call from Dr. Hodges. Dr. Hodges said, “I was asked to 
drop you [Dr. Tetsui Watanabe] off from my staff.” He said, “I wish I knew what was going on.” 
Of course, way later, we found out that it was because they had that nuclear bomb. That was a 
little too close to that project for a Japanese to be hanging around.  

MK: So, as a result of that, you folks had to go to Ann Arbor. 
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AW: We went to Ann Arbor. That’s where we were expecting [first child,] KC, so he came in . . . 

MK: Ann Arbor, 1943. 

AW: Ann Arbor, uh-huh. 

MK: Warren, do we have time to take a break? 

And then, I was wondering in Chicago or Ann Arbor . . . 

WN: Take a break. 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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MK: This is an interview with Mrs. Alice Mitsuyo Oka Watanabe, session number four, on December 
19, 2009, in Honolulu, Hawai‘i, and the interviewers are Michi Kodama-Nishimoto and Warren 
Nishimoto. 

  So, Mrs. Watanabe, we’re going to go back to Tule Lake, just for one or two questions. And I 
know that you and Dr. Watanabe got married in December. You got married in December ’42, 
and I want to know, in what way did your life change in camp after you got married? 

AW: Oh, it didn’t change at all, because we had original quarters assigned to us, but then both of us 
were going back and forth to the hospital to rest—I mean, going back and forth to our assigned 
area in the hospital. Actually, after we got married, everybody said, “Just move in with him.” So 
we just moved in. 

WN: You know, when you folks were dating in the camp, you folks said you went to five-cent movies? 

AW: Five-cents movies, yeah. 

WN: And what else? Did you folks go to eat anything? 

AW: The music, you know, the record concerts, and the Dr. and Mrs.—what was it?—
Miyamoto. . . . What was his name now? 

WN: Oh, Frank Miyamoto? 

AW: Yeah, Frank Miyamoto. He and his wife were in charge of that. We enjoyed that very, very much. 
Those are all free, of course. We used her records and things like that. We enjoyed that very, very 
much. Tetsui is a music lover, so we mostly went to the movie—to the concerts that they offered. 

WN: Did they have dances, too? 

AW: They had dances, too. The main popular song was. . . . We call it “our song” when we got married 
that year. It was Bing Crosby’s—what was that now?—“White Christmas.” 

WN: Oh, “White Christmas.” 
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AW: “White Christmas.” Remember that time? So that’s all I remember about our wedding. It was 
very simple, it was just in and out, Father Daisaku’s chapel. 

WN: And it was in December. What was the weather like? Do you remember, when you got married? 

AW: You know, strange. It was rather dry. I didn’t experience any snow or anything, so we enjoyed 
the “White Christmas” song much more. 

MK: You know, since it was Christmastime, how was Christmas celebrated in the camp? 

AW: The regular way. All the churches had their. . . . I guess they had one consolidated church, 
churches. But see, those are the things that we missed, because patients were sicker at 
Christmastime. So we didn’t have much of a Christmas, that Christmas. Maybe we went to one or 
two dances, and maybe two Christmas concerts. 

WN: Why were they sicker during Christmas? Is it because of the cold? 

AW: Well, it was because it was Christmas, and they were sad to stay in the hospital. So we worked, I 
think, if I’m not mistaken, both Christmas and New Year’s straight through. 

MK: You know, with so many people concentrated in a camp, in terms of like infectious diseases, was 
it any worse there than on the outside? 

AW: No, I don’t think so. It was about the same with the outside community. So, I think the doctors 
and nurses did a pretty good job there in the camp. You know, they have to take care of 
themselves, too, in order to be healthy enough to take care of the patients. So, I think we did a 
pretty good job.  

MK: And, you know, you mentioned that after you folks got married, people said, “You might as well 
go move in with Dr. Watanabe.” What were your quarters like when you folks moved in? 

AW: Well, it was a—I’m very poor when it comes to dimensions—but it was a very small room, with 
two army cots stuck together and a homemade table and homemade chairs. That’s all we had. 

MK: Who made the chairs and the table? 

AW: Tetsui and some of the patients’ relatives made sure that we had some chairs. 

MK: Kathy [AW’s daughter, Kathryn Tyler] asked, “What was your wedding cake like?” 

AW: Well, I really don’t remember. Well anyway, it wasn’t much of a cake. (WN laughs.) 

MK: So Kathy remembers that at that time, you mentioned . . . 

AW: That we had to save sugar. I don’t . . . 

MK: . . . save the sugar to make the cake. 

WN: Did you folks serve food or have any food there? 

AW: Oh, Dr. [Shigeru Hara] and Mrs. [Lorraine] Hara—Dr. Hara was his best man. I don’t know why 
Dr. Hara was his best man. Frank Miyamoto should have been, but maybe Frank wasn’t there at 
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the time. But anyway, Dr. and Mrs. Hara gave us a little omusubi [rice balls] and things like that. 
Where they got it, I have no idea, but they did serve refreshments. 

WN: And you know those quarters you were talking about, when you and Tetsui moved in, how did 
you compare that to where you were living near the hospital? 

AW: Of course, it was much better, more roomier, you know, because we were locked like in a 
dormitory-type of setting. 

WN: You mean before? 

AW: Yeah, before.  

MK: And then in terms of meals, where did you folks have your meals when you folks got married? 

AW: Well, we went to the regular mess halls when we went home. But, of course, we ate most of the 
meals at the hospital. We didn’t bother to come home and go to the mess hall. 

MK: So your lives were mostly lived at the hospital.  

AW: That’s right. That’s right, mm-hmm. 

MK: I know that a Dr. [Paul] Hodges sponsored you folks, and you folks left camp in about April 1943 
and, eventually, you folks made your way to Chicago. In Chicago, your husband had a position. I 
was wondering, what were you doing in Chicago at that time. 

AW: Well, what he did there was we went to Prince Crossing, and he was the physician there. It was a 
home for crippled children—it was a horrible name, but that’s what it was. And it was in a place 
called Wheaton, Illinois, if I’m not mistaken. 

MK: I was wondering while your husband was working, what were you doing? 

AW: Well I was his assistant. I was his nurse. We worked together. He taught me how to read blood 
count. So, at night, we were very busy doing blood count reading and all that, yeah, together. 

MK: What was it like, working with Dr. Watanabe? 

AW: Oh, he was quite professional, you know. Very quiet, very quiet. 

WN: You mean, even with you, he was professional? 

AW: He was, he was very professional. He never called me “Alice,” he always called me, “Mrs. 
Watanabe.” (WN laughs.) That’s the way he is. 

WN: That’s very professional. 

AW: So I have to call him “Dr. Watanabe.” That’s because we were always around the patients and 
nurses. 

MK: You know, because war was still going on, and you folks are obviously Japanese, how did 
patients and other staff react to you folks? 
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AW: Oh, they were very respectful, very, very respectful. It was a church-founded hospital, see, so the 
people were very, very kind. We were treated very nicely over there. 

MK: Now, I thought I’d ask that question, because once I met a doctor who said that during the war, a 
patient or two refused to be treated by him. 

AW: I know, I know, I know. There were incidents like that. Nothing like that happened to us, because 
Wheaton is kind of out in the country. 

MK: And then after that . . . 

AW: Country people were more than happy to have us.  

MK: So they were happy to have the medical care there? 

AW: Yes, yes, yes.  

MK: And how did you find life there? What was life like for you there? 

AW: Oh, we didn’t have too much outside life. We just worked. I remember going out to Chicago 
maybe once or twice while I worked at Wheaton. We went to a movie, and had dinner, and came 
right back. 

MK: And financially, how were you folks faring back then? 

AW: I think financially, we must have been paid fairly well, because I kind of leave all that sort of 
thing up to Tetsui. I think they paid us well enough, because I didn’t hear any complaints from 
him. 

MK: I know eventually, you folks left that area and had to go to Michigan. And why was that? 

AW: Oh, did he tell you all this? He went to, because I may not be . . . 

MK: I know that he [Tetsui Watanabe] mentioned it in his interview with [son] Brent, that he was 
asked to leave because of the atomic testing and experimentation being done. 

AW: The atom bomb experimentation was being done there at the University of Chicago’s, I guess it’s 
called “the basement,” if I’m not mistaken. They couldn’t tell him why, so it hurt more, you 
know. They couldn’t tell him why. They said only, “You’re a Japanese, you’re an enemy alien, 
so,” you know, “we cannot have you.” But he [Dr. Philip Hodges] said, “My brother, Edward 
Jenner”—I think it’s Jenner—“Hodges is at the University of Michigan, and he said to send us 
over,” because KC was due anytime. And we went over for. . . . I was working in the nursery, and 
I felt labor pains so I had to go to the OB room instead, obstetrical room, ward instead. So I had 
KC there, while I was on duty almost.  

(AW and KT converse.) 

WN: Kathy, you can talk louder. It’s all right if you’re on this. 

MK: So KC was born in 1943. 

AW: KC was born in 1943. 
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MK: And which city was he born in? 

AW: Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

MK: Ann Arbor, Michigan, yeah. I know that after your stay in Ann Arbor, eventually you folks 
moved to Illinois again. 

AW: Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. Because from Chicago, we were sent to Michigan. . . . Chicago, well, later 
on, we found out that because they were doing experimentation on this atom bomb project 
[there], so we were told that any Japanese cannot be working in radiology, especially. So that’s 
the reason why we went to Michigan. Then, not even about a month later, Tetsui was told again, 
“We cannot have you.” Now, last time in Chicago, it was the army who told Dr. Hodges that, 
“We can’t have him, you have to get him out.” Now, this time, it was the navy that said that, you 
know, to get him out, because we cannot have him on the staff, even as a teaching staff. 

WN: And that was because Tetsui was an alien, that’s what they said. 

AW: He was an alien. Actually, he was a junior instructor in the department of radiology.  

WN: Now, were there other doctors who were of Japanese ancestry, who had to leave also? 

AW: No. But we met up, I remember, while I was on the nursery, on the obstetrical duty—I mean the 
nursery department—a pediatrician telling me that he was from Hawai‘i. I can’t seem to 
remember his name, but he’s Chinese. He was just doing fine. Just fine. Nobody bothered him.  

MK: But in the case of Dr. Watanabe, because of his being born in Japan . . . 

AW: Being born in Japan and everything, he was sent from Chicago to Michigan. Then of course, we 
went back to Joliet. He went back to Joliet, where the Catholics. . . . You know, he interned at a 
Catholic hospital [St. Joseph Hospital] in Joliet, Illinois, and that’s where Carolyn [AW’s 
daughter] was born. When she was born, a funny incident is that when it came to race, they didn’t 
know where to put her. I don’t know why I don’t remember anything about KC, but I do 
remember about Carolyn. They said, “She’s white, because we only have two [choices to 
mark]—white or black,” those days. So, Carolyn, to tease her, she’s the only Caucasian Japanese 
that we know of. 

(Laughter) 

 Because she was registered [white], at least in the state of Illinois, she can go anywhere saying, 
“I’m white. My birth certificate says so.” 

MK: So Carolyn is born, and you have two kids—you have KC and Carolyn. And Dr. Watanabe is 
working. How were you managing it? 

AW: Then, then, of course, when we went to Joliet, we met up with Dr. [Raymond] Hiroshige from 
Hawai‘i. He was well settled in Frankfort, Illinois—you know, there’s an old German town. He 
said, “Oh, everybody is so kind over there.” So he said, “I’ll get you a place.” So we stayed close 
to Dr. Hiroshige, with his head nurse that was working at the clinic. So we had very happy, happy 
years there. Of course, as I said, Carolyn was born there, in Frankfort, Illinois. We had many 
happy years. I cannot quite remember how many years we stayed there. 

MK: I think it was when I read Brent’s interview of Mr. Watanabe, I think there was something there 
that said you learned to drive there. 
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AW: That’s right. 

MK: Now what was that experience like, being taught by your husband, how to drive? 

AW: Actually, no, it wasn’t very. . . . He knew that I was a terrible driver, but he managed to teach me 
how to get around town, anyway. But actually, I got my formal driving lessons after I came back 
home to Honolulu.  

KT: Do you remember who in Frankfort, Illinois, taught you how to cook, Mom? You were a 
newlywed, remember, and you said the German community, the ladies. 

AW: Well, I don’t. . . . All helped me anyway, my neighbors, helped me to. . . . Oh, one thing I 
remember there was to can peaches and string beans and things like that. I freely went in and out 
of their homes. In Frankfort, see, they were all Germans, and they weren’t treated too kindly 
during the last, the First World War, so they were real nice to us. 

KT: When you were in Frankfort . . . 

AW: Of course, KC and Carolyn were the great attraction. They all wanted to see the Japanese babies. 
They were put on exhibition, practically, at these affairs when I went to the canning. I’m sure 
they gave me more than my share of canned goods and things, so we were very, very happy at 
Frankfort, Illinois. 

MK: You know, Kathy was saying that the ladies there taught you how to cook some things. What did 
you learn to cook? 

AW: Well, I learned how to make sauerkraut, and so we love sauerkraut with our hot dogs and corned 
beef and things like that.  

MK: Something very different from food in Hawai‘i. 

AW: Something very, very different. But there, we learned how to eat all these old German food. 
Tetsui is what I called my gastronomical haole, because he likes—if he has a choice of eating 
Japanese food or Western food, he’ll take Western food. He loves his German food, especially, I 
guess because we were so well taken care of in Frankfort, Illinois—that I guess it tastes, must 
have tasted very good to him. 

KT: Remember he likes German pancakes? He used to eat pancakes for dinner. 

AW: Well, yeah, he used to do a lot of cooking, because the children were small. The babies were 
small. He makes good pancakes, good German pancakes. 

WN: What is German pancakes? 

AW: Well, I called it German pancakes because we learned how to make it in Frankfort, Illinois. 

WN: (Chuckles) Is it different? 

KT: Didn’t you have apples (inaudible)? 

WN: Baked apples? 

AW: Well, chee, I don’t remember those things, because he made all that. 
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WN: Oh, okay. (MK chuckles.) We’ll ask him about those things. 

MK: That’s good, though, that he helped in the household, since you had the kids. 

AW: He did, because of the kids, you know. 

MK: You know, the same year that Carolyn was born, the war ended. Now, when you heard that the 
war ended, how did you feel? 

AW: Oh, what a relief it was. What a relief it was. We just made ourselves Americans again, you 
know. Knowing that we were always Americans—they didn’t take away our citizenship—but 
still, you know, we felt that they took it away from us. We thought, well, we didn’t have any 
country. But when they said the war was over, we felt we freed ourselves, it seems. Okay, now 
we can look them straight in the eyes and say, “Well, I was always a citizen, in my heart.” That 
was a big relief. So then, the folks—my folks, especially—were elderly. So they wanted to see 
KC and Carolyn so badly, you know. In fact, my mother said something that was so touching to 
me. My brother said that when she found out that I was going to have a baby, she said, “Just let 
me know when the baby is coming, because I’ll go to the Mainland.” 

 My brother said, “How in the world are you going to go to the Mainland?” 

 “Just put down, give me the money, and just give me her address, and I will get there.” My 
mother could hardly speak a sentence of English, you know, properly. She said, “No, I’ll find a 
way. I’ll just get hold of this [address] and hang it around my neck, show them that here’s where I 
want to go to my daughter.” Just kind of touched me, you know. 

MK: She wanted to see you and the kids so much. 

AW: So much, yeah. She wanted me there, especially, when Carolyn was about to be born, because she 
knew that Tetsui had KC to take care of. That’s the reason. But I think she wanted to do it for 
Tetsui, too. She said, “I’ll go, just give me the money. People will do anything for money.” When 
she was told, “Oh, you have to go alone,” she said, “I’ll go.” So that was quite touching for me. 

MK: So she wanted to see you folks that badly. 

AW: She did, she did. She tried not to show it, I hear, but she was quite worried about me, especially 
during childbirth time.  

MK: So knowing that your mom really wanted to see you and the grandchildren, you came back to 
Hawai‘i? 

AW: I came back to Hawai‘i. She was so happy. My mother-in-law wasn’t too well, so, you know, so 
she couldn’t take care of KC and Carolyn. But my folks, when I came back to see her, my folks 
took over KC and Carolyn, and my sister-in-law and my folks took care. That was the happiest 
time—one of the happiest times—of her life, when she saw my children. 

MK: And then, so you came back with your two children, but then you had to go back again? 

AW: Then I had to go back, so my sister-in-law was such a nice person. She said, “I’ll take care of her, 
because, oh, they bring us so much joy,” because my brother and his wife, they didn’t have any 
children. So they took care of them for a while. Tetsui and I packed up from Frankfort, Illinois to 
come home. 

  



 68

MK: And what did Dr. Watanabe think about leaving the Mainland and returning to Hawai‘i? 

AW: Well, actually, I think deep down, he didn’t want to. He loved the Mainland. He loved the 
Mainland, deeply, in spite of that University of Chicago and. . . . Because when he understood the 
reason why, he could see why, you know. He wanted to stay, I think, because many a time, I hear 
someone asking him the same question, and I heard him say. “Of course, I should have stayed. I 
wanted to stay there.” But he said, the folks—my folks, especially—were elderly, see. So when 
he saw my children with my folks, he said, “No, no, no. I’ll come home. I’ll stay here.” Because 
when he came here, he had sort of a hard time, I think, finding a job as a radiologist because there 
were a little too many haoles on the top of all the hospitals’ radiological departments, you know, 
so he almost was going to give up. And I said, “Oh, my folks are so happy with the children.” He 
said, “I know. I’ll try and see if I can stay here.” And so he took a part-time position at Hilo 
Hospital, and at Kaua‘i Hospital, as he probably told you, told . . . 

MK: Brent. 

AW: Brent, yeah. 

MK: So he came back, and eventually he started his own medical practice. 

AW: And we got into a big debt. He had to help. He didn’t change his car every year. We just lived 
very frugally to pay off the equipment. It took a while, but we did it.  

MK: And I was wondering, during the many years of his medical practice, what was your involvement 
in his practice? 

AW: Oh, I used to help whenever his RN [registered nurse] was off duty. Once Mrs. Bernice 
Hayashida [Dr. Tetsui Watanabe’s nurse], she used to be the director of nurses during the war at 
Kuakini, and she had to go with Mr. Hayashida to Japan to, I remember Saitama, Japan. So, at 
that time, I didn’t go every day, but I helped out quite a bit at the office. I went when he had 
special cases that needed to have a female around, I helped. But that wasn’t too long. She was 
back, thank goodness, couple of years later.  

MK: And in the meantime . . . 

AW: So I didn’t help too much. I hardly helped at all. Thanks to Mrs. Bernice Hayashida. 

MK: As years went by, your family grew. You had KC, Carolyn, then . . . 

AW: We had Brent—he was born in Honolulu. He was born in Honolulu. 

MK: And Roger? 

AW: Roger was born, and then Kathy came along. Tailing, because I wanted to try one more time for a 
sister for Carolyn, because I’ve missed having a sister. Because the girls all around me were 
just—they all had four or five sisters, and I had none. So I said, “One more try. Even if I’m 
getting older, I’m going to give it one more try.” And then Kathy came. When I see them 
together, I’m so happy I did that, you know. 

MK: It all worked out. 

AW: It all worked out fine. After that, we traveled around the world, traveled around the world. 
Especially in the meantime, I started to work at KCC [Kapi‘olani Community College]. 
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MK: Now, before we get into that, I know that when you came back, you mother was very supportive 
of you doing things outside of the family, like going substitute teaching. Tell me about that. 

AW: I know there was a party. My children, all five, were running around with their cousins, and my 
mother said to me, “Arisu—” she used to call me Arisu. “Your children are small now, but,” she 
said, “Omai wa kyöikuka no uchi ni yome ni ittakara në.” But she had no idea I was marrying 
into the Watanabe family, that kind of [educated, academic] family. So she said, “Dekiru koto 
dattara,” (If possible,) go to school. I said, “Okäsan, I didn’t go to school because you told me not 
to. You opposed so much of me going to college.” She said, “No, since you married into an 
educator’s family, I want you to be able to just atama ageru [raise your head high as] everybody.” 

MK: So she encouraged you. 

AW: Yeah, she encouraged me. Imagine, at her age, and that was almost just before she passed away, 
so she must have been just close to eighty when she told me that. She said, “Makenai yo ni 
isshokenmei ii yomeni natte kure. (Without being discouraged, try your best to become a good 
bride.)” That’s what she said, my mother. 

MK: Try your hardest to be a real . . . 

AW: Her Japanese was sort of rough, too, because she was all among this Kumamoto-ken [immigrants] 
and all these people, and they were all talking their own ben [dialect], you know. In fact, my 
mother could speak the Hiroshima-ken no kotoba [Hiroshima prefecture’s dialect] much better 
than so many of my real Hiroshima-ken friends. Sometimes it got kind of rough, I know. But she 
had to, in order to be together with the neighbors. So everywhere we went, she always had 
someone very, very close to her. She, too, didn’t have a sister, see? That’s why she encouraged 
me to have, you know, “Be sure that you give her [Carolyn Watanabe] a sister if you can. And if 
you can,” she said, “daigaku ikinasai (go to college).” Of course, she didn’t. 

  I teased her and I told her, “My goodness. I thought you told me not to go.” She looked at me 
like, well, anybody can change their mind. 

(Laughter) 

  She didn’t say anything, but she just looked at me like iran koto, you know, “Just forget what I 
said before,” kind of look. She gave me the eye, you know. She didn’t say anything, so. 

(KT and AW converse.) 

  Oh, yes, and then Tetsui was working so hard, we didn’t take a real vacation until the equipment 
was all paid up for. But he sent us all to—that was the big gift from him to all of us. They were 
all little—Kathy was four. So you could just imagine how, you know. KC was just going to 
graduate from Kalani High School that year. 

WN: So we’re talking about 1962? 

AW: Nineteen sixty-two, the year that he was graduating, yeah. He [Tetsui Watanabe] sent us all to the 
Mainland. Because people that used to know us in Frankfort kept in touch with us and said, “Oh, 
we’d like to go to Hawai‘i, but it’s so far,” you know, “and if you can, come on back home.” So I 
guess he wanted to go, but I had to take them all alone, all five of them. 

  And it was nice of Dr. John Kometani, just about that time, he had gone to the Mainland with his 
family. So he came back and he said, “Oh, Tetsui, too bad you can’t go with them.” But we had 
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such a good time. I showed them Washington and New York, and we went from Hawai‘i to the 
West Coast, up and down, Sacramento to San Diego and back. We went to the zoo, remember 
San Diego Zoo? Oh, and we were in Seattle. So, my goodness, can you imagine me doing that 
with the five kids? But we had a wonderful travel agent, Mr. [Oliver] Yanaga, that explained 
everything. 

  He said, “You don’t have to worry, and I’m going to write that you’re bringing five children.” All 
I did was in Honolulu, Mr. Yanaga travel agent sent me, “Oh yes, oh yes, okay. You’re traveling 
with all your children.” Of course, KC and Carolyn were old enough, too, so they. . . . In fact, 
everybody had their share. Well, Brent, we found out, at home, he used to say he’s going to 
Annapolis when he grows up. He’s going to be a sailor. But his mind was changed when we went 
on the Lurline, because he got so seasick. 

WN: Who, this was Brent? 

AW: Brent, Brent. (WN laughs.) Brent got so seasick that all of a sudden, all of a sudden, whether he 
liked it or not, he had to drop the going to Annapolis. 

(Laughter) 

WN: You mean going to Naval Academy.  

AW: Then Kathy got in the brunt of it. Her eyes were as big as saucers. Because he was trying to help 
me because his job was to take care, help Carolyn take care of Kathy, see. And, of course, with 
the baggage and everything with KC. He [Brent] was the all-around man. But then, when Kathy 
said—I don’t know if she felt sick or what it was—but anyway, she had to go to the bathroom, I 
guess. He was taking her there, and then he got awfully sick right there in front of his, you know, 
his room on the ship. So Kathy remembers that, the big commotion that we all caused. (MK 
laughs.) That was the only mishap we had. The rest just went so smoothly. 

MK: So you went up and down the West Coast, from California up to Washington and went back to 
Frankfort . . . 

AW: We even went to New York. No, then we went to—no, we went to Hawai‘i. Remember, we were 
in Hawai‘i already. 

WN: What was going back to Frankfort like? 

MK: To visit. 

AW: Well, to visit was very, very nice. It really was. They were still waiting for us, and they 
remembered us. They especially looked at KC and Carolyn and said, “Oh, these were the two that 
grew up here.” As I said, in my life, we’ve had beautiful friends. 

MK: So that was a real meaningful visit for the people in Frankfort. 

AW: For the people when we went, because we did go and say thank you to everybody.  

MK: Earlier, you were mentioning that your mother was encouraging you to go to the university. And I 
was wondering, what did you decide to take up at the university? 
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AW: Well, when she told me, just as my dream was answered, I was asking the Good Lord, “Gee, 
which route should I take?” I don’t know, I got this call from a good, dear friend, Mrs. Hanayo 
Hashimoto. She was the temporary department chairman. 

  She said, “Alice, would you like to join us? Most of us, we started to work, and then we went to 
school,” because then, they wanted to start that junior college thing going, and then Kapi‘olani 
Community College was where she started. She said, “We need a nurse’s aide instructor.” So she 
tried teaching the nurse’s aides, but she said that’s a very difficult group to work with, because, “I 
cannot get haole ladies, I have to get local girls, because we all have a hard time understanding 
the Filipinos.” See, my growing up downtown Honolulu, I could, more or less, make out the 
Filipino dialect and kind of understanding what they were saying, see. So, I really, you know, 
liked the students, and I guess they liked me, too, because they started to call me Mrs. Wata—oh, 
no. They used to called me “Professora Watanabe.” 

  I thought, “Well, this is it. I like the secondary.” Because I tried substitute teaching, all levels 
from kindergarten up to high school, and I really liked the. . . . I didn’t like the junior high school 
because they were youngsters that seemed to know it all and would rather teach the teachers 
something than to [have teachers] teach them. So, I was so happy that I got this job. So I said, 
“This is it.” 

  So she said, “If you make up your mind, we’ll help you go back to school.” 

  So they rescheduled my assignments and everything. And again, see, the St. Luke’s Hospital 
nursing staff [experience] and Mrs. Hashimoto just got me somehow through. . . . In fact, before 
it ended, I got into the EPDA [Education Professional Development Act] program—I’m sure you 
know what program I’m talking about—educational development. Developmental something. So 
that, when I applied for my tenure, that went down as one of the things that I did. They accepted 
it as a master’s. They gave me my bachelor’s of education, and they gave me the EPDA 
certificate as a master’s. I was so fortunate. 

MK: I remember you telling me that when you first went back to school, you were kind of having a 
hard time getting into it and writing papers and a younger student helped you out? 

AW: Yes, yes. 

MK: Tell us about that. 

AW: Now, that was interesting. When I went to my psychology class, we had this multiple choice 
[test]. That was my first college exam, in Hawai‘i, anyway, that I took. I got, if I’m not mistaken, 
a C. It was either a C or a D. But anyway, it was so sad. So when the young man next to me said, 
“Mrs. Watanabe, what did you get for you test?” I told him, and he said, “Oh, no. That means that 
you don’t know how to take these multiple choices.” 

  I said, “You know, I’ve never had to.” Because when I was at St. Luke’s, they let us go with us 
writing in case studies on whatever subject, yeah? You know, like for psychology, it was 
someone that was in there for psychological reasons. 

MK: The young student . . . 

AW: Yeah, the younger student from McKinley High School that I’ll never forget taught me how to 
take multiple choice tests.  

WN: Well what did they tell you? What’s there to know about taking a multiple choice test? 
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AW: Well, it’s very common that one answer is ridiculous, and then the other two has very similar 
meaning to it, but not quite right. The third one I remember was, with another one word would 
make the whole thing wrong. The fourth one is usually the right one. I used to remember those 
one, two, three, four. But just kind of vague already. But just imagine, an eighteen-year-old boy 
from McKinley, when I sat through a class at KCC in psychology, taught me that because he 
couldn’t stand that I made a C or a D. I think it was a D, if I’m not mistaken. But pass, that was 
passing. Very poorly, but passing, I guess. But to think that even he was concerned. I said, “I was 
his grandma.” 

MK: You got another helping hand from him. 

AW: Oh, from him. Imagine. 

MK: You were one of the early non-traditional students. 

AW: I think so, I think so. 

MK: And at home . . . 

AW: There was a definite need for people that could handle the new, you know, the Filipinos.  

MK: So after you got . . . 

AW: Students. 

MK: . . . into the faculty, you spent many years training nurse’s aides. 

AW: Oh, yes. I did nurse’s aide for thirteen years, about thirteen years. Maybe they gave me that 
almost a year for perfect attendance. You know, we had so many nurse’s strikes, and when I told 
Lë‘ahi Hospital especially, that I can’t take my students [there] because we were striking, they 
said, “No, no, no. You can do your striking right here. We won’t show you on the floor.” She 
said, “We’ll even give you a different stall to park in, and then we’ll give you our kitchen as your 
office, and you do your office work. I’m sure you have a lot of office work to catch up with. So 
we’ll take care of your students, but we want you here because the patients just wait for you for 
every other month.” I’d bring my students over. Two weeks, I used to bring them to Lë‘ahi or 
Maluhia. But I started to go to Lë‘ahi, and they were so super good to me that I stayed there. 

MK: You know, when you taught your students to be nurse’s aides, what did you think was the most 
important thing for them to learn to be good nurse’s aides? 

AW: First of all, I taught that all my. . . . I go and I hear all of these complaints from all these other 
instructors and patients, that the Filipino girls would all huddle up and speak Filipino, their 
dialect. I guess some of them were Ilocanos or whatever and speak their own language. I said, 
“To begin with, it’s rude to do that. I hear rumors that people are beginning to feel hurt. That’s 
the only complaints that I’ve been hearing about you. [People] accept your work, [you] do very 
good nursing, but they don’t like for you people to do that. Why don’t you make yourself perfect 
and stop talking Filipino and your dialect within earshot?” 

(Telephone rings.) 

  “Will you try not to?” Most of my students have applied, and I’ve found them jobs, and I go 
checking on them. Most of them have, most of them have. Oh, and another thing that I did was, I 
couldn’t pass them. Some of my stress, I think, came from that because I couldn’t pass them, 
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because they couldn’t pass the multiple choices and the same thing like me. So I thought to 
myself, “That young man helped me, why can’t I help these children?” So I asked Mrs., at that 
time, Joan (Takao) Matsumoto—in fact, she’s a church member and a family friend. I used to 
change her diapers, I remember. (MK chuckles.) So I told her, I said, “Joan, can I have a special 
certification for these girls? When I take them to the general hospital, I’ll try to give them the 
easiest patients. Will we be able to give them a special, like extended-care-facility-only kind of 
certificate, because all they want, that I understand, is to get my certificate as a nurse’s aide to 
open up their own nursing homes.” And I said, “We’re going to miss out on a lot of nursing 
homes with good, good nurses that did years of nursing in the Philippines, in maybe doctors’ 
offices, or years at the home, in fact. It’s a shame to lose them.” 

  So Joan agreed with me. She said, “It’s a shame. I know some of those Filipino girls are tall and 
big, and they’d be so good on the floors.” So I was the one who started to pass out this extended-
care facility [certificate]. How long we’re going to do it, I don’t know. Sure enough, not too long 
after that—it was quite a while, though, maybe about ten years after that—they had this, you have 
to have certified nurse’s aides, and they have to all be certified to be able to work anywhere, not 
only the extended-care facility. But at least I got a good half a dozen of them in my program for 
them to at least start their own nursing homes. 

MK: You made a big difference. 

AW: I hear there are very good nursing homes now. 

MK: You made a big difference, not only in their professional lives, but in the services that became 
available. 

AW: Yeah. 

MK: You know, when you look back on your life, I was wondering, how did the internment experience 
affect your whole life? How did it affect it? 

AW: Well, for one thing, I got married. That’s the biggest. The second, all the children that came along 
have been doing so well, as far as relationship with us and with each other. I noticed how close 
we are. I knew that in big families, that’s what happens. My goodness, if the father and mother’s 
not around, automatically, they take care of the next one and the big sister just takes charge and 
they listen to the big brother. When they were told, “Remember what Okäsan [Mother] said, 
remember that? Listen to me.” Okay, and they come to attention, the little ones. I had that kind of 
experience. I really, really, I think, that was pretty much the happiest year of my life when I spent 
it at St. Luke’s—not St. Luke’s, but [as a student] at Kapi‘olani Community College. 

MK: I guess we should find out, how big is your family now? You’ve got children and how many 
grandchildren. 

AW: Yeah, but no father, no mother, and I have. . . . And my brother and his wife passed away. 
There’s a niece, and then my second brother passed away. He left one wife, my sister-in-law, and 
she had only one child, now my nephew. So I only have my sister-in-law, my second big 
brother’s wife, and her son. And he has like four daughters, if I’m not mistaken. 

MK: And you have five children. 

AW: Five children, yeah. 

MK: And how many grandchildren? 
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AW: I have twelve grandchildren. (Nine granddaughters and three grandsons.) And two 
granddaughters. 

MK: I know that in your family some years ago, you, Dr. Watanabe, and the children and 
grandchildren went to Washington, D.C. after you got your reparations [for wartime internment]. 
How come you folks took your family there? 

AW: Well, this is what Tetsui thought. He said, “I have five, so I can’t very well I cannot send all of 
you. I would like to have you people on your own go to the West Coast, whatever we did. As 
many of those places, take your own children.” But he said, “What I will do is I will start you 
off,” and he paid for them to go from here to the West Coast. So the ones who can afford it, like 
Carolyn and Brent, they went back to all of those places that we went. Then the rest had to stay 
on the West Coast, and we waited for them to come and join us while they were gone. So 
anyway, Carolyn and Brent were able to go all the way to where we visited. 

MK: Well, when you folks went on the trip after receiving reparations, all the way to Washington, 
D.C.? 

AW: And what we tell people is that with our reparations . . . 

MK: Reparations. 

AW: . . . we sent them, we took them to the West Coast. And okay, here on out, as far as you can, do it 
on your own, and we’ll come back and join each other, which they did. 

MK: Was it to share like the history or some sort of lesson that you thought the kids should all go . . . 

AW: Yeah. Well, yes, I think their goal was all to go and see Senator [Daniel K.] Inouye, if at all 
possible. They did, the ones that went—you know, Carolyn’s family. But they did their. . . . As 
we said, we started them off. We took them to the West Coast, and we said, “Okay, go, wherever 
you could afford to go.” So they made their own itinerary. 

WN: Before we end this and turn off this tape recorder, you know, your children, your grandchildren, 
your great grandchildren, maybe they’re going to be listening to some of this in twenty years, 
let’s say—ten or twenty years. What are the most important things you want your family to learn 
or know about your life? 

AW: Well, at this stage of my life, I read somewhere way back someplace that you live your life 
teaching your children how to live, and you have to teach your children how to die. I read that. 
And even as I couldn’t sleep when I heard about, you know, what I had [pancreatic cancer]. I 
said, “Lord, what in the world did I. . . . What were the exact words, wise words, that I would 
have to remember before I die?” And it came. 

  He said, “You teach your children how to live. Before you die, you teach them how to die,” and 
that’s what I’m trying to do. So, I’m telling. . . . I’m going to tell my minister that, so, you know, 
if it’s appropriate, he could just say that. This is, privately, I’m going to say it—but he can 
announce it if it’s appropriate, that kind of saying. If it will help my children and others, I would 
like to have known that I had said that before I went. You’re the very few people—I didn’t even 
tell my children this—but it may not be appropriate for you to even write this down, but I’ll leave 
it up to you. 

WN: Well, I think you just told them by saying that. 
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MK: It’s all part of the whole process, yeah? 

AW: And I had a very happy life with Tetsui for sixty-seven years. 

WN: Thank you. 

MK: Thank you. 

AW: Thank you. 

MK: Thank you for the interview. 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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