Excerpts from Farewell to Manzanar

"As | came to understand what Manzanar had meant, it gradually filled me with shame for being a person
guilty of something enormous enough to deserve that kind of treatment. In order to please my accusers, |
tried, for the first few years after our release, to become someone acceptable. | both succeeded and
failed. By the age of seventeen | knew that making it, in the terms | had tried to adopt, was not only
unlikely, but false and empty, no more authentic for me than trying to emulate my Great-aunt Toyo. |
needed some grounding of my own, such as Woody had found when he went to commune with her and
with our ancestors in Ka-ke. It took me another twenty years to accumulate the confidence to deal with
what the equivalent experience would have to be for me.

It's outside the scope of this book to recount all that happened in the interim. Suffice to say, | was the first
to marry out of my race. As my husband and | began to raise our family, and as | sought for ways to live
agreeably in Anglo-American society, my memories of Manzanar, for many years, lived far below the
surface. When we finally started to talk about making a trip to visit the ruins of the camp, something would
inevitably get in the way of our plans. Mainly my own doubts, my fears. | half-suspected that the place did
not exist. So few people | met in those years had even heard of it, and those who had knew so little about
it, sometimes | imagined | had made the whole thing up, dreamed it. Even among my brothers and
sisters, we seldom discussed the internment. If we spoke of it all , we joked.

When | think of how that secret lived in all our lives, | remember the way Kiyo and | responded to a little
incident soon after we got out of camp. We were sitting on a bus-stop bench in Long Beach, when an old,
embittered woman stopped and said, 'Why don't all you dirty Japs go back to Japan!" She spit at us and
passed on. We said nothing at the time. After she stalked off down the sidewalk we did not look at each
other. We sat there for maybe fifteen minutes with downcast eyes and finally got up and walked home.
We couldn't bear to mention it to anyone in the family. And over the years we never spoke of this insult. It
stayed alive in our separate memories, but it was too painful to call out into the open.

We were alone out there [Jeanne & her family finally made it to Manzanar.], too far from the road to hear
anything but wind. | thought of Mama, now seven years gone. For a long time | stood gazing at the
monument [The Japanese 'Memorial to the Dead']. | couldn't step inside the fence. | believe in ghosts and
spirits. | knew | was in the presence of those who had died at Manzanar. | also felt the spiritual presence
that always lingers near awesome wonders like Mount Whitney. Then, as if rising from the ground around
us on the valley floor, | began to hear the first whispers, nearly inaudible, from all those thousands who
once had lived out here, a wide, windy sound of the ghost of that life. As we began to walk, it grew to a
murmur, a thin steady hum.

My husband started walking them [her children] back to the car. | stayed behind a moment longer, first
watching our eleven-year-old stride ahead, leading her brother and sister. She has long dark hair like
mine and was then the same age | had been when the camp closed. It was so simple, watching her, to
see why everything that had happened to me since we left camp referred back to it, in one way or
another. At that age your body is changing, your imagination is galloping, your mind is in that zone
between a child's vision and an adult's. Papa's life ended at Manzanar, though he lived for twelve more
years after getting out. Until this trip | had not been able to admit that my own life really began there. The
times | thought | had dreamed it were one way of getting rid of it, part of wanting to lose it, part of what



you might call a whole Manzanar mentality | had lived with for twenty-five years. Much more than a
remembered place, it had become a state of mind. Now, having seen it, | no longer wanted to lose it or to

have those years erased. Having found it, | could say what you can only say when you've truly come to
know a place: Farewell."

- Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston
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