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Manzan&r--Relocation Cent er 
~ By Robert L. Bronn 

Manzanar is most startling to those vho .approach it late at night • 
.After driving from Los .Angeles for three hours across the silent v.as
tes of th~ grea t Moj ~ve desert, ~ itl only an occasion! car passing, and 
only · one small town of less than a t housand populc. t ion to break t he 
sol i tude of the star s , tne traveler rounds a sm&ll hill and is confron
ted Sllddenly with t he lights of a city of 1 , ooo per s ons, sweeping up
~~rd over a mile s quare to .ard the silhoutted wall of t he Sierra Crest, 
14 , 000 f eet high • . · 

"So t hat's Manzana r ! n- he excla i med • . " r'Jouder V: ha t's goi ng on ther e? 
How do you suppose they'r e taking it?n 

For Manzanar in Owens Valley is one of t he War Relocation Centers 
where 120 ,000 evauees of Jap~nese descent are housed for the duration. 
Und er the lights here, pretty well at peace with the world, 1 0 ,000 of 
t hem ar s sound asleep on Army-type cots in Ar my- t ype barracls, t heir 
s tomach full o ' good substantial food s upplied t hrough U ' e Army quarter
.mas ter and cooked by their own cooks in 36 stan c.. r d Ar my ki t chens, ser-
ved me s s-hall style. · · · 

A few men ar e still awake: t hose on t he night crew to watch t he water 
sys tem, night j anitors, firemen, and the int rnal polic~--al l Japanese
Americans--an t here may be a fe~ car d or goh games stil l going on in 
muffed tones. Some younger men ar e still edrnestly or heatedl deba ting 
the lo.test rumor or their present !Jr edicament. But :1these are o.. mere 
handful. Ther e ha s never been an nforced cure~ r ithin t !e boundaries 
of Man ~anar. Its peo ple, like pe ople ~ all over t he wor ld, ar e normal. 
1,ft.11.en it come s time to go go bed, t.bey' re tir ed; they go to sleep . · 

And if, b y c 1ance , t he Ar my sentry in one of the four searchlight 
tov.ers becomes pl ayful and swLg s his earchlignt do ?n on a house so 
t hat it sh i ne s in a window and avrakens one of the sleepers, he get s 
angr y :"I wish those damn' s entrie s ould keep their l igh t s out of my 
windov.r . You'd think v.-e were in a conc entra.tion camp!" 

To ge t the over-all picture of the t remendous t ask of building and 
sta f f ing Manzanar and all the ot her ~ar Relocation Centers f or evacue es 
f~om ~~st Coas t ar eas des i gnated by ' milita r r authority, i mag i ne, if 
you v;ill, any tov.n of 1 0 ,000 in Arnerica--in Vermon t, Michi gan , A~abama , 
Wa shi ngton. Then try to imagine someone handing you an order to go 
out and build a duplic ""' te to i~n with u.n executive crew of 400 , t he f.lfX 
whole thing t o be done in 90 days including v.-c..ter system, and buildings. 
To top that, t he ins t r ucti ons r edd t ha t 7 days af ter work is started , 
t he f _irst 1, 000 inhabitants will move in. 

Thus wa s Manzanar sta rted. 
!ighty-thre e volunteer s ar rived first. They came in t hree busloads. 

Inculded in t he group v.-re stenogr aph' 1rs, a woman cioctor and c.. nurs e , 
a male doctor, and 60 k i t chen ~orkers. 

The doctors i mmedi a tely et up an emer gency hospi t al. Ki t chen crews 
piled into ca Qes of food s t~cked i n the mid .l e of the fir s t block , which 
then consi s t ed of four bu~lding s ~ithout wi ndows or doors. They arrived 
a t 3 o'clock in the afternoon . By 6 , eve rybody had be n fed, camp s ty
l e, sitting on packing .boxes and eating on pap r l a tes--but fed . By 
9, beds "He re r eady, and Yan zana.r camp life h&d begun . 

At 10 o'clock , somebody t hought t here s hould be a ' house count" to 
s ee if everybody ras re sent. The count t urned up one missing . A se
cond and more careful count was taken. Still one mis s i ng! Everyone 
beca11e concerneg , and Japanese as V;ell as Caucasians turned out to hunt 
the mi s sing p2r son. 

He ".as found i n about fi f te en mi nutes. A ca terpillar ditch digger 
had cut a lino ditch f or the sewer pi pe, an excavation about 6 f ee t 
deep and 1 5 i nche s v·ide . At ni ght and without l i ghts, a coo·k , a lit
tle neft y abqut t he wai~t as some cooks get, had wal~ed i nto t he di t ch 
and ~as .edg ed tightly i n the bottom. 

mis has been -ffanzanar's only ca s e of a "mi s s i ng _.1erson . " 
'": ~ · ' Y' . ; . :t.~ v 
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T' o days aft er t he coming of the first 83 1 p ioneers ~ a proxirna~ely 
l, O:JO "vclunteers" ar .1. ived. Some came by automobile in a 140-car car
avan led by Army j eei s; others by s.ecial train. rith i n t hose t wo days 
California's f astest-g r owing city increased from 4 buildings to nearly 
40. 

At Manzanar, ma4Y of these "Volunteers" could get work for the first 
time for ~hich t hey had beentrained. In t he cities & Japanese American 
bop who had been gro.duat ed from a. university \·i t h a.n engineer's ticket 
often found it next to impossible to get a job in a Caucas ian firm a s 
an engineer. Pre judice Ke pt t4e doors of opportunity closed; many gave 
up the fi ght and took on "apple polishing" jobs in t he frui t-stand 
market s . 

Bt i n fanzanar t here .;as i mm .... a ia.t e and urgent need for highly tra
ined personnel of all kinds. A city of ·10 ,000 has countless tradesmen 
and supply houses to ke p ·t he v·heel s of living moving. r:.-ork normally 
done by these people haa to b organized and directed by the management. 
There ha~ to be police and f ire prot ection; maintenance of sewage 
disposo.l and ~ater supply; distribution of food; garbage dispos ~ l; 
ground mai nt enance; a communica tion system; a trans portation sys tem; 
a ~ublic health s ervice anu ~ ho s~ital. Cities of 10 ,000 have a cifty 
council, and should , if they do no t , have a pl anning commision; they 
have chur ch s and s chool s and ne;: spapers; places of enterta inment and 
stores. Furthermore, all thse tnings gro~ gradually as the normal city 
of 10,000 grows. 

But at i'.Ia.nzanar t ey ha.d to be cr~ated i anedi a t el y , almost overnight, 
by ti management at fir s t consisting of 12 men, . l a ter expend~ng to not 
more than 40 Cauca sians . · 

So tne J apanes e Amer icans f ound plent y of opportunity for work. 
The first arr i vals, ~ s pecially, looked upon themselve s a s pione ~ r s . 
Manzanar had earlier been a piomeer community in the 160s, when middl e
l e s tern farmer ~ , after the overland t r ek to Cal ifornia, had s ettled on 
the rich l and of George's CreeK and lanted a "l e tr r es t here--hence 

. nManzanar," from the Spanish "appl e orchard." But tn~ City of Los An
gel -s, ~n i t s earch of l:a ter, bought out a_l the farm rs of Manzanar 
early in · the century ana by 1933 haq turned the land back to sagebrush, 
with only the hardiest of t he original ap~l~ trees survivi ng. The 
first E.rriva.ls wer e quick to learn this ba ckg r ound of the land t bey 
were to ca11· home, and r a idly .a.cce pted t he pioneer chall enge. 

Two- former nev~ spaper men saw i mmediately a n eed for a cl earing house 
of information between the admi nistration and t he eva cuees. They 
presented a plan to t he man ' gem ....,nt a..nd found t hemselves 1'-i t hin the hour 
i n charge of "Inter nal I nfo r mation ," wriich grew from an emp t y barrack 
and a bulleten board to a st&ff of 53 information expert s in 6 major 
offices within t wo months.· The work of these boys and their "CJStaff did 
in the early s t ag e s of development wa s invaluable to the manag ement. 
_Alben s elf-goverment was organized and block leader s elected to a cen
tra counci.l, t he information clerks moved into the l arger s cheme of 
manag ement a s cler ks to the block re 4 resentative s &nd were able to bring 
with them intimate knowl ege of admi nis t rative machinery and policy 
which insured a smooth -funct · oning of the block le ' d rs ·' du t ies from 
t he ver~ ince 0tion of the progr am . 

A young arc idt cct wa s given t he task of organizing :hat might be 
turrned the City Planning Commision. \·· i th c:i. crew of assi s t ants he be
gan work i mmediately at an over-all landscape plan for the Center, un
der the general supervision of the Caucasian chi ef engineer. Today 
t ·.1.is plan is well on its way to realizati.on . 

Other engineers found t hemselves running t he water and sev·er system; 
,r?~g- ~u~ im~-~ ~ !'l :er !er~ .. ~u~ .. i~. =~:r~r Pf ;Jf.Ff}) )JSf S and supply. A girl 
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with an excellent r ecord in State Civil Service in personnel work took · 
cho.rge of o.11 personnel recods and wit1in a short while tlad a staff 
of 20 clerks who compli ed records on all people in c~mp. e :spaper 
hopeful, a few with actual experince and others Y.ith high shoo! or some 
college newspaper experience and a great esire to be rof essional new
shawks, found their v .. ay to the staff of the Manzanar Free Press, a mi
meographed sheet, and first "news poper" to be ... ublished in any of the 
relocation or evacuation cen ters. 

But these opportunities for the evacuees were not the Utopia they 
first se med; the other side of the story soon became apparent with 
the arrival ·Of more people. As in any city . of 10,000 there v.ere more 
people qua lified for certain jobs than there were jobs. The earj:y 
volunteers had, of course, settled i nto the so-call ~d "best jobs ." A 
familiar cry made the rounds, a cry heard in oth r ci ti s · of !I: · , 000 
or cities of 2,000 or cities of 2,000, ~oo ••.•••• 

"How did that guy get that· job?" 
" fuere do you get .t he pull to get on this crew?" 
"I've got 10 yearst. experie ce and he has only 2 years--it's a gyp!" 
And as in any other community, adjustment were made. By and large, 

1 anz&nar r esidents hold jobs on abi li t - · ·just ~s, by an large, · people 
in other communities hold jobs on ability. ' As new work opportunities 
develop, there is a shifting of per sonnel. There are adva cements on 
merit, and some work~rs get dismi~sed for not a cing t he job as it sho
uld be done. 

In all the relocation c enters~ evacuees are provided with room, boa
rd, and hospitalization. In · anzanar 1amilies are togeth2r in parti
tioed barracks, . four apartments to the building. Single men and women 
have separate large barr~cks. The Center is divided i nto 36 bloc~s 
of 15 buildings each. ~ach blocK ha s its own r ecreation building . 
Showers, toilets, and laundry rooms are located i n s epardte buildi g s 
in the center of each block~ A 250-bed hos pital is completely equip
ped and staff ed by Japanese Am rican doctqrs and nurses. A children 's 
village near it houses nearly 100 orphons. The Center has a community 
general store here r esidents may -purcha se anything from soda pop to 
pajamas, and will very soon have community baber and beauty shops, shoe 
r epair shops, and other tradesman t ) pe of enterprise neces ary to life 
in any city of 10,000. 

Tho se employed on proj ects or :ork details ~ jithin the Ce ter are 
given a monthly cash advance according to the type of work done. Those 
who do ·not work r ecieve no remunere..tion. Cash advance for v.orkers is 
divided· into three groups: for work rated a s uns:~illed, ~12.00 a month; 
skillea, :il6. 00· ' "" n ·, pcofessional, :{;>19 .00. Unskilled 11 1ork includes 
g ener~l maintenance jobs, beginning typists, ca r penter's he lpers, or 
cub r eporters; skilled vrork includes carpenters, truck drivers, ste
nogr~phers, cooks, electricians; and professional cla ssification cov
erers doctors, registered nurse, editors, engineers, and those who qua
lify a sub-heads of d epartments~ 

Beside the gen .:,ral function of Center operation, .r esidents a.re em
plyed on an Army project in the completion of camouf lage nets; in far
ming , t:i th an anticipa ted 3, 000 acres in production a t Manzanar by 
next year; and in an exper imental program of guayule, t he rubber pro
ducing plant. 1. ith 2, uOO c tildr en in school this fall, and 4 ,000 per
sons now employed--both men ana v.omen--and with en additional 2 , 000 
to be added to t he payroll y, hen new projects are developed, anzanar 
will be utilizing close to 100 per cent of its employable manpower. 

General opinion is that the Japane ~ e .Americans Qre primarily agri
cul tur&lists. Consequently Manzanar, i ViTith limited ag ricul t ural poss
ibilities -at the out s et, is being looked on more and more a s poten tial 
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manufei.cturing center . l rnong other things, a clott ing manufacturing 
project to supply work clothes to all evacuees is being e s tablished . 

Life outside of ~orKing hours. follows a pattern similar to that-Q& 
in any other American community. The iHs i'. second-generation Japan
ese American, continue to live and act and t hink as do any Caucasian 
youngster · of like ag e grou s. Esp~cially is this true if they a re 
kep t busy. · 

I am constantly amazed on entering office wher e people are at work 
drafting ·or filing, to hear s t rains of t he l a t est -Benny Goodman or 
Artie Shaw swing r ecord hummed or whistle · ~oftly as vork goes on. Dan
ces, held r egularly to the stra ins of t e latest popula r r ~~ord s, bring 
out t he njitter-bugs" as do ances in the "Palaces" a·1d 11 l inter Garden " 
all ove r America. On the Fourth of Ju.ly the Center held a "'Que en Con
test n and elected tne most po ... ula r Miss, ho was cro~med v't!i th as much 
ga iety a s t housands of others throughout t he country. 

And let none say t he Nisei have no sense of humor. The Cent 2r was 
divided into districts almost immediately by incoming people. It has 
its Beverly Hills, its Hollywood, its West.cod, a nd I suppose its" 
South of the Slot,"' t hough this hasn't its as yet ap ea red in print. 
Apartments have all mo.nner of fancy names: "Sierra Manor" is quite 
common; mJerks Jerntn is perhaps the most modern and biz·rre. There 

·1s the TJTown House," "Ambassador," and the Beverly-Wilshire, named with 
fine irony after three of the best hostelries in Los .Angeles. The 
whole camp chuckled at an item appearing in tne Free Press asking the 
women to stop using· the laundry tubs for baths--use t he showers in
stead--as "it is ha.rd on the tubs n·. 

For recreation, the top s 1ort is ba.seball. Drivine around the 
Center in the evening, one gets t he impr ession t hat everybody is 
playing -baseball. Actually there are over 150 teams and some 20 
leagues. Two ful l pages of ea ch issue of t ·1e Free Press are devoted 
to baseball scores ann briefs of the best gamesn. Feeling that the 
paper was gej~ing overbalanced in t h is direction., I suggested to 
the editor that the sta ff play down a little on sports and try to get 
more nm~ s of a gener · 1 na ture. A howl went up i mmediately. The 
baseball scores w~re the best and most highl y valued n ews itams i n the 
paper! 

Through all the standard _pat tern of life at Manzanar, hov· ever, runs 
the river of doubt--the fear of the future. By far the great majority 
of the residents are simple folk who .are unable Gg to comprehend the 
full significance of tne evacuation. They N~ re moved because it was 
war and the Army said to move. They know that if they had not ~oved 
there would have be en trouble between themselves and their Caucasian 
neighbors. They feel safe and protected, and for t his protection the 
vast majority are openly grateful. 

"But after the war--wha t happens?" is the question in every adult 
mind. 

Mothers are worried about their daughters' ability to keep house 
and make a home for prospective husbands nrafter we leave here, n as 
daughters now are enjoying a freedom from housekeeping, cooking, and 
dishwashing that is usua l l y only a wishful dream of young brides. 

Fathers shake their heads and say that tne lack of competition. the 
government-created jobs, will cause their boys to bec.ome soft and 
lazy and ill fit tnem for the hard ' ark that must come "When t h is is 
overf'. 

Where to live and what to do afterward is a constant ~ topic. 
nwe must scatter, spread ourselves t~in over t he country,~ cautions 

wne elderly leader. ~e have . lived too long i n Little Tokyos all over 
the country. Our Caucasian neighbors do not knov us. We trade among 
ourselves, and have our ovm friends, and live apart from the country 
we are now frantically trying to cling to. No one knows us." 
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''We have the poorest public relation program of any grpup in Ameri
ca, ith the possible exception of the Jews ," says another "young isei, 
graduatG of a. Pacific Cocl.St univarsity. "It may be too late to do much 
about it, but after the war v!e should organize a bang-up press and pub
lic r elations program to let the r est of America really know what we 
are liKe." 

Another put it this way:"You know what the trou,ble hcreis? - er ... at 
anzanar e have security v. ithout a future. One of the best traits of 

our people has been that we have always sup) orted our selves--have always 
made our o¥m v ay. ~ow the goverment pays our ·;ay, and \ 'e have s ecurity 
in having our food and lodging furn : shed . If t he .. ar wvre to end tomor
row, 1,;hat would .e have? Maybe ·:ha_t v·. e ne t3d is less security of the kind 
we 're getting and more chance for a future, which we 're not getting--yet." 

There lies one of the r ang ers of the program, of course. The dang er 
of paternalism. Call it what you will, it cannot be denied t hat the very 
protection afforded the 120,000 evacuees in a. time of war, in the manner 
in which it is being accomplished today, will isol ~te these people from 
t he realities of everyday existence. And to compete in evaryman 1 s world 
of the future ~ill be difficult if one has not lived through t he stress 
and strain of the times--been conditioned to living, for example., in · 
1948 by having lived through the year s from 1942 to 1948. 

A sick man l! rho he: s been in bed fo r a year has to learn to waLr all 
over again. To accomplish thi s he has hel ing hands--his nurse, his fami
ly, his fri ends. 

~:hat the war v.ill do to the thinking of the American public, to con
dition its help or non-help when 120,DOO Japanese Americans try to w··lk 
again, is the big question-marK of the ~program . 

Perhaps the answer lies in keeping the patient on his feet--to let 
him walk enough each day never to f orget how. This is an important part 
of the federal goverment's program in working toVi ard self-sufficing and 
self-govering communities for evacuees, where there is useful ·ork to 
do--work in the development of natural r~ sourses which will ke p skills 
in good trim and provide opportun~ty for the young to develop useful arts 
and crafts. 

Robert L. ~own, a native r e ident of r.ens Vakkey, is no~ ublic 
Rela~ion Dir ector at Manzanar Reloca tion Center. 

The West Coast evacuation program was in the hand s of the Wartime 
Civil Control Administration of the Army's ~estern Defense Command, 
which established 18 tempo.rary Assembly Centers for citizens and non
ci tizens of Japanese descent. From these the evacuee·s are moved to 
Relocation Center s, permanent for the duration, under the civilian 
control of the War Relocation AUthority, headed by Dillon Myer. 
(Milton Eisenhower, who first headed it, is now with the Office of 
War Information.) · 

The Relocation Centers include Manzanar at Manzanar, California, 
with an approved capacity of lJ ,000 ; Colorado River at Poston, Arizona 
20,000; Tule Lake at Newhall, Calmfornia, 16,000; Minidoka at Eden, 
Idaho., 10,000; Heart Mountain at Cody, Wyoming, 10,0-J O; Rohwer at 
Rohwer, Arkansas, 10,000; Jerome at Jerome, Arkansas, 10,000; Central 
Utah at Delta, Utah, 10,000; and Granada. at Granada Colorado, a,ooo. 

Movement of .evacuees oo four of these Relocation Centers is nearly 
complete as we go to press, and t wo more are expected to open in mid
.August. 

From Magazin---Commq~ Ground _Issue--Autumn ·1942 
Volill!le~~ ~umber ~ 


