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Bay Area Writers of From Our Side of the Fence to Visit the Pacific Northwest

With honesty and sincerity, From Our Side of the Fence: Growing Up in America’s Concentration Camps captures the poignant childhood remembrances of eleven former internees.  Representing the breadth of the Japanese American internment experience, these Bay Area writers lived in various parts of the West Coast, including Southern and Northern California, Oregon, and Washington prior to the war,   their ages ranging from four to seventeen when they were incarcerated.  Their backgrounds are as diverse as the location of the concentration camps where they and their families were interned:  Amache, Colorado; Heart Mountain, Wyoming; Minidoka, Idaho; Poston, Arizona; Topaz, Utah; and Tule Lake, California.  Sharing the stories, which emerged from their World War II experiences, Bay Area writers Sato Hashizume, Florence Nakamura, Ruth Okimoto, Harumi Serata, and Michi Tashiro—accompanied by editor Brian Komei Dempster and producer Jill Shiraki—will participate in readings to be held in Seattle on September 10th and 11th and Portland on September 12th.  

For the group, this trip to the Pacific Northwest is a homecoming.  Harumi Serata, raised in Tacoma and interned in Minidoka, Idaho, reflects on returning to Seattle, “I lived and worked in Seattle during the early 50’s and wonder if I will recognize the old neighborhood.  I hope to see old classmates and friends.”  In recalling the writing workshops led by Brian Komei Dempster, she adds, “I would be interested to know if there are writing groups in Seattle.  I want to encourage other Nisei to write down their camp stories and let them know it is not difficult, nor emotional.”  In “Seatoru no Ojisan” and “Ghost Story,” Serata lucidly reflects upon how she, as a young child, grew to understand the adult challenges of coping with the restraints and restrictions of both life in and after camp.

Raised in Portland, Sato Hashizume is also inspired by the trip’s possibilities.  She states, “I’m pleased to be returning to Portland to see old friends and share memories of the internment, a bitter-sweet time in my childhood.”  Hashizume vividly explores a range of emotions in her writings.  “The Red, White, and Blue Badge” illustrates the struggles of a young girl who is confused by an act of blatant racism, feeling shame when she tries to conceal her Japanese identity.

Editor Brian Komei Dempster remembers learning about his family’s experience as a local college student.  Dempster states, “In Seattle, the city where I grew up, I first learned about the internment as an undergraduate in an Asian American studies course at the University of Washington.  Discovering that my mother’s side of the family was interned in Topaz was a shock to me, an awakening.  As I gathered the details and stories of their lives, I realized the importance of breaking silences, of telling one’s story.  This realization culminated in the class I taught at the Japanese Cultural and Community Center of Northern California.”  Having graduated with a MFA in Creative Writing from the University of Michigan, Dempster later moved to San Francisco, his mother’s hometown, and currently teaches at the University of San Francisco.  

He adds, “This return to Seattle is an important homecoming—it’s a real opportunity for the authors to share their amazing work with communities in the Pacific Northwest, including former internees who may feel inspired to tell their own stories, teachers who can use the book in classes and the general public who can pass on what they hear.  By reaching these audiences, we can help prevent history from repeating itself.  This is a particularly important task to embrace on this 3-year anniversary of 9/11.”  

As she looks ahead to her first visit to the Pacific Northwest, Florence Nakamura, a native of San Francisco, shares Dempster’s excitement about reaching other communities.  “I’m looking forward to meeting Nikkei in Seattle and Portland,” she states.  “This will be the first time for me in both cities and I hope to see some sights, too.”  Nakamura expresses memories too close to home in “Arrival in Tanforan.”  Incarcerated at Tanforan Racetrack, only a few miles from her home, she is forced to view the sign of letters on the hillside: “South San Francisco, the Industrial City.” At the end of her piece, when she candidly shares her thoughts about the sign’s symbolic meaning, she reveals the power of the written word—her words—to articulate the difficulty of recalling the past:  “The sign is still on that mountain, but every time I return from my son’s house on the peninsula, I turn away from this reminder of a painful experience.”

Friday, September 10th, 7 pm - Reading and discussion of From Our Side of the Fence, hosted by Blaine Memorial United Methodist Church, in partnership with Asian American Studies department at the University of Washington.  The reading will be held at Blaine Memorial UMC, 3001 24th Avenue South, Seattle, Washington  (206) 723-1536.  For directions, please refer to www.blaineonline.org/location.html

Saturday, September 11th, 1 pm - From Our Side of the Fence, a community reading to be held in Seattle’s International District at the Nisei Veteran's Hall, 1212 S. King St. Seattle, Washington.  The reading is hosted by Wing Luke Asian Museum, Seattle JACL Chapter, and Japanese Cultural & Community Center of Washington. For more information, please call (206) 623-5124 or visit www.wingluke.org

Sunday, September 12th, 2 pm - From Our Side of the Fence, a community reading to be held at the Oregon Nikkei Legacy Center, 121 NW 2nd Ave, Portland, Oregon, (503) 224-1458. 

The book readings are free and open to the public.  Following the readings, a book signing will take place along with an opportunity to meet the writers.  From Our Side of the Fence: Growing Up in America’s Concentration Camps is an anthology of first-person accounts, edited by Brian Komei Dempster and produced by the Japanese Cultural and Community Center of Northern California. The book, first published in 2001 by Kearny Street Workshop with funding support from the California Civil Liberties Public Education Program and the Zellerbach Family Foundation, is now in its second printing.  The publication will be available for purchase at the retail price of $15 with a percentage of proceeds to benefit supporting organizations.   For more information on the book, call the JCCCNC at (415) 567-5505 or visit www.jcccnc.org

