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As time passed from the end of World War II, voices began to
arise from the Japanese American community to ask for “redress
for unjust internment”. The US government created a commission
in 1980 to study the issue, and after 3 years in a report concluded
that the government “should apologize and pay reparations.”
However, for redress to happen it would mean that the US had to
admit its past mistakes. Budget allocations would also be
necessary. With Congress not moving on the issue, Grant Ujifusa,
who as editor of the Almanac of American Politics knew many
people in Washington, was recruited to persuade them.
When first asked to help, Ujifusa thought “it’s going to be
impossible, so please no”. But he says “I changed my mind after
watching Nisei men crying while talking about the internment at
public hearings”, and began participating in the lobbying. With
Congressman Barney Frank pushing the bill strongly, it looked
like it would pass Congress.
However, there was a high obstacle left. President Ronald
Reagan, who had veto power, was against any new spending, and
one of his close advisors was of the viewpoint that “internment
was necessary”. Something had to be done to overturn that.
Wasn’t there any connection with Japanese Americans that would
move Reagan’s heart? As Ujifusa dug around, one idea came to
mind.
The 442nd Regiment, composed of Japanese American soldiers,
suffered many casualties in Europe, and one of them was Kazuo
Masuda, who lost his life in Italy at the age of 25. After the war,
when Masuda’s sister tried to return from an internment camp to
California, she was threatened by local white men that “her
safety wasn’t guaranteed.”

The US military, which wanted to tamper down prejudice
against Japanese Americans organized a ceremony in December
1945 where high ranking officials went to California and
presented a medal to Masuda’s family. And to the gathering after
the ceremony, Reagan, who was a movie actor and also belonged
to the US Army, was also invited.
According to newspaper accounts at the time, at the ceremony
Reagan said “blood that has soaked into the sands of a beach is all
of one color. America stands unique in the world, the only country
not founded on race, but on a way”, and had spoken thanks to
Masuda and his family.
Ujifusa decided. “When you want somebody to make a decision,
it is important to make the question a binary. We should present
the question to the President as ‘do you want to veto the memory
of Kazuo Masuda?’
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To make redress to Japanese Americans for their internment
actually happen, it was vital for President Ronald Reagan, who
had veto power, to agree. The one leverage was the episode that
more than 40 years ago he had spoken words of thanks to the
former US soldier Kazuo Masuda, who was killed in action in
Europe. But it was necessary for him to recall that.
Grant Ujifusa, who worked as a volunteer lobbyist for the
Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) in the 1980s,
depended on Governor Tom Kean, who he was familiar with. Kean,
who once taught history in high school, recalled at a talk two
years ago that “internment was a shameful thing that that great
Americans, such as President Roosevelt were involved with. That
is the reason that it should be taught to later generations.”

Kean gave the President, who was visiting New Jersey for a
speech, a letter that he had been given by Ujifusa. The writer of
the letter was Masuda’s sister, who thanked the President for his
remarks in 1945, and wrote “many times I have been asked to
speak at the Kazuo Masuda middle school and quote your words
to the students”, and continued to ask his support for redress.
According to Kean, a few days later he received a call from
Reagan saying “I remember Masuda. I think redress is something
I want to do.”
The redress bill was called HR 442 in honor of the 442nd
regiment, composed of Japanese Americans, and to which Masuda
belonged. In August 1988, Reagan signed it into law, causing the
US government to apologize to the Japanese Americans who had
gone through internment, and paying 20,000 dollars per person.
Masuda’s sister was also there for the signing ceremony.
Ujifusa still emphasizes “the soldiers who came out of the camps
and gave their lives for America moved American politics. In this
nation made of immigrants, the Japanese Americans have a story
that doesn’t lose to any other immigrant group.”
Against the late Mike Masaoka, who led the JACL at the time,
and who also advised the formation of the 442nd regiment, there is
presently criticism that “he didn’t resist internment, and
cooperated with the US government”. Ujifusa says “It was
wartime. Would it have been possible to resist soldiers with
guns?”
At its national convention this year, the JACL passed a
resolution commemorating 100 years since Masaoka’s birth, and
his achievements.

