
T 
his weekend marks the seventy-fifth anniversary of 
Executive Order 9066.  Issued on February 19, 
1942 by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the 
order allowed the Secretary of War to designate 

“Military Areas” in the United States, “from which any or all 
persons may be excluded, and with respect to which, the right 
of any person to enter, remain in, or leave shall be subject to 
whatever restrictions the Secretary of War or the appropriate 
Military Commander may impose in his discretion.” The west 
coast of the United States was designated a “Military Area” 
and “enemy nationals” as well were detained. 
 Executive Order 9066 impacted Italians and Germans 
living in the United States, some of whom were relocated away 
from the coast, or interned. But it was the Japanese who bore 
the brunt of Executive Order 9066. About 120,000 Japanese 
people were removed from their residences on the Pacific 
Coast to internment camps in Idaho, Arkansas, and other 
inland locations.  More than 70,000 of these were U. S. 
citizens. 
 Seattle’s lively Japanese community had already 
experienced considerable racial prejudice. As early as 1937, 
Father Leo Tibesar, MM, pastor of Seattle’s small but strong 
Japanese Catholic parish, was advocating publicly for the 
Japanese community in the United States. In December of 
1940, Bishop Gerald Shaughnessy submitted an editorial to 
Seattle’s Japanese American Courier:  “The warring nations of 
the present day exemplify the futility of interracial and 
international hatreds.  The history of our own country in its 
assimilation of the stream of immigrants who have come to us 
from these same warring nations teaches us by contrast that 
union of effort and interest and culture can, by the grace of 
God, succeed in bringing about the abolition of strife and 
conflict.” Shaughnessy acknowledged that the United States 
had its own history of prejudice, but confidently argued that 
“forbearance and charity on the part of a minority stock, 
without undue yielding of rights, will always result in the final 
procurement of the ends of justice.”  He concluded, “this 
indeed is the meaning of the American melting pot—a crucible 
in which have been fused the courage and the strength and the 
culture of countless races and nations, until all these fused 
citizenry have become the pure American without alloy, reapers 
of the harvest of the nations of the past, builders and 
projectors of this nation of the future.” 
 But with the attack on Pearl Harbor, long-simmering 
prejudice burst out in full force. On December 12, Bishop 
Shaughnessy pleaded for peace in a pastoral letter which was 
read from every pulpit in the diocese:  “Let us in thought and 
word and deed refrain at all times from anything that might 
increase the tensions among our neighbors or bring down upon 

them discrimination or opprobrium because of true or fancied 
differences of citizenship, or creed or race or color…. Our 
Catholic heritage especially inculcates upon us in these 
momentous hours that we embrace our fellow American 
citizens of Japanese extraction in a special bond of charity.” 
 But the narrative of fear proved stronger than any reminder 
of America’s identity as a nation of immigrants. Rumors were 
rampant:  that Japanese farmers were planting their crops in 
special patterns to provide signals for a Japanese air invasion.  
That vast numbers of Japanese in America were learning 
German in order to be able to communicate with the Nazis. 
That Japanese workers in an oyster-processing plant in 
LaConner were spies of the Mikado.  It did not matter that 
these stories could easily be proven false. In an atmosphere of 
fear and suspicion, they were what many people wanted to 
believe. 
 In a February 20 editorial in the Catholic Northwest 
Progress, Father Tibesar lamented the “hysterical outbursts of 
self-appointed experts and amateur sleuths” and urged that the 
problem of potential enemy aliens in the United States 
continue to be handled by the FBI.  “Mass evacuation of all 
aliens, including native born American citizens of Japanese 
blood will not solve the alien problems,” he wrote; “it will 
merely create a number of new problems.” 
 Within weeks, however, the Japanese community of Seattle 
was interned at an “assembly center” in Puyallup. The Seattle 
Times painted a rosy picture of life there, pointing out that the 
Japanese residents had themselves named the place “Camp 
Harmony” and were allowed to elect their own “mayor.” The 
reporter noted that “younger Japanese children at Camp 
Harmony think the place is marvelous—the place hasn’t any 
school yet and every day is like vacation.” The “assembly 
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center” was merely a temporary gathering 
place, until the larger “relocation centers”—
a euphemism for concentration camps—
could be established. 
 The Japanese internment changed the 
parish of Our Lady Queen of Martyrs 
overnight. Classrooms emptied, and the 
school closed in April, well before the end 
of the school year. Father Leo Tibesar 
followed his parishioners to Camp 
Harmony, where the little community 
resumed the rhythms of Catholic life, with 
Mass, Benediction, and devotions. The 
Legion of Mary met just as usual, paying 
visits to neighbors within the boundaries of 
Camp Harmony.  In July, Bishop 
Shaughnessy visited the Camp and the 
parish celebration of the Sacrament of 
Confirmation became an ecumenical event.  
In thanking the Bishop for his visit, 
Margaret Nakagawa, the parish organist, 
wrote: “yesterday at Holy Mass, there were many new faces 
present. Do you know, Your Excellency, that while I sat in the 
very back by the organ, (which incidentally is the worst of its 
kind, don’t you agree?) I noticed several ministers and their 
wives from other religious organizations present. My friend’s 
fiancée was one of the young ministers and when I met him 
yesterday, he seemed very impressed with the ceremonies and 
most of all by your most inspiring talk.  I, too, was very 
impressed by your sympathetic and heartfelt words, and it 
seemed to bring renewed courage and strength in these dark 
hours.” 
 Washington’s Japanese residents were soon scattered to 
various remote “relocation centers” across the west, from 
Idaho to Arkansas.  By dint of relentless lobbying, Father 
Tibesar succeeded in keeping his parishioners together at 
Camp Minidoka in Idaho, where they would remain for nearly 
three years. Thousands of Nisei (American-born Japanese) 
including many who came of age in the camps, served the 
United States in the armed forces.   
 
 By the end of 1944, plans were underway to close the 
camps and allow the residents to return to their homes, and in 
January, 1945, Bishop Shaughnessy welcomed one of the first 
Japanese families back to Seattle. Like most of Seattle’s 
Japanese families, the Kinoshitas had been forced to sell their 
property upon leaving Seattle, and had no house or 
employment to return to. Bishop Shaughnessy found work for 
them and put them up in an apartment owned by the Diocese, 
next door to his own residence on Spring Street. He gave them 
a public welcome in words that were widely reported in the 
local press:  “We welcome back into the midst of our flock the 
Kinoshita family—a Gold Star family whose son and brother 
lies today on a battlefield in Italy…. We extend an American 

welcome to an American family.” The Bishop also presented 
them with a Gold Star flag, which they hung in the window of 
their new home. 
 The Bishop received a number of letters in the days that 
followed, some in support of his action, others against. “We 
all think there has been a terrible mistake in permitting the 
Japanese to return to the coast while we are at war,” wrote one 
woman. “A trusting soul as yourself could be taken advantage 
of easily and the towers of the Cathedral would be a fine place 
for the Japanese to signal their fellowmen in an emergency. We 
do not believe that these people can ever be any more of a true 
American than we could ever be converted into a true 
Japanese.”  
 Many of Seattle’s Japanese families returned to rebuild 
their lives in new neighborhoods. Many others were scattered 
over the country, wherever work or college took them. The 
story of the interment of Japanese Americans was rarely told 
until the 1970s, when the Redress Movement began to shine a 
light on this dark chapter in American history.  

—Corinna Laughlin, Pastoral Assistant for Liturgy 
 

To learn more: 

 Read more about the Catholic experience at www.stjames-
cathedral.org/history/holythings/18maryknoll.aspx 

  Explore www.densho.org, which includes photos, documents, 
essays, and hundreds of video interviews. 

 Read about Gordon Hirabayashi of Auburn, whose resistance to 
the internment order went all the way to the Supreme Court. 
www.historylink.org/File/2070 

 Visit a new exhibit on the Japanese community before World 
War II at the Washington State History Museum in Tacoma. 

 Visit the Archives of the Catholic Archdiocese of Seattle and 
explore a rich array of resources related to the Japanese 
internment and the Catholic response. 
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The Kinoshita family departs Camp Minidoka, January, 1945.  Father Tibesar is at right.  
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