
 
 
Apology and Commemoration: Memorializing the World War II Japanese American
Incarceration at the Tanforan Assembly Center
Author(s): Valentina Rozas-Krause
Source: History and Memory, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Fall/Winter 2018), pp. 40-78
Published by: Indiana University Press
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/histmemo.30.2.03
Accessed: 29-08-2018 18:12 UTC

 
REFERENCES 
Linked references are available on JSTOR for this article:
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/histmemo.30.2.03?seq=1&cid=pdf-
reference#references_tab_contents 
You may need to log in to JSTOR to access the linked references.

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

Indiana University Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access
to History and Memory

This content downloaded from 24.7.83.100 on Wed, 29 Aug 2018 18:12:13 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



40    History & Memory, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Fall/Winter 2018)
40    DOI: 10.2979/histmemo.30.2.03

Apology and Commemoration

Memorializing the World War II Japanese 
American Incarceration at the Tanforan 
Assembly Center

VALENTINA ROZAS-KRAUSE

A series of on-site historic plaques and a photographic exhibition at a nearby 
train station serve as background to study the development of a new memorial 
to remember the wartime incarceration of Japanese Americans at the Tanforan 
Assembly Center in San Bruno, California. The design and iconography of the 
future Tanforan memorial are analyzed alongside the motivations of the main actors 
that have shaped it: a group of memory activists, a transit agency and a shopping 
mall developer. The article concludes that these past and future commemorative 
interventions reveal the relationship between an unsettled memorial landscape and 
the Japanese American community’s ongoing demands for apology.

Keywords: memorialization; Japanese American incarceration; commemoration; 
apology

Two young Japanese American sisters stand next to their family’s suitcases 
amid a landscaped parking lot. Tags with registration numbers hang from 
the girls’ spotless Sunday school attire. Japanese maple trees create a 
shield from a sprawling shopping mall on the one side, and a curved wall 
and rock garden separate the sisters from the nearby BART (Bay Area 
Rapid Transit) station on the other side. The bronze sculpture of these 
two girls, based on one of Dorothea Lange’s photographs of Japanese 
American relocation and incarceration during World War II, is the heart 
of a memorial designed to mark and remember the Tanforan Assembly 
Center, a temporary confinement camp for Japanese Americans located in 
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San Bruno, California (figure 1).1 Where the Tanforan Assembly Center 
once stood, there is now a shopping center called “The Shops at Tanfo-
ran.” Originally built as a racetrack, Tanforan was damaged in a fire in 
1964 and the shopping center was developed on top of its remains a few 
years later. The Tanforan memorial has not yet been built, but it exists 
in plans, drawings, models, meeting minutes, fundraising events, com-
memorations, newspaper articles and online blogs. Following these traces 
and the community, state and corporate actors behind them, this article 
analyzes a memorial in the making.

Within the large body of academic work dedicated to the Japanese 
American incarceration, Alice Yang Murray, Karen L. Ishizuka and Ingrid 
Gessner have significantly contributed to the analysis of the redress move-
ment and the consequences of the incarcerations.2 In particular, Yang 
Murray and Gessner have explored the material manifestations of these 
memories and the controversies surrounding Japanese American confine-
ment sites. Following their work, this article focuses on the relationship 
between redress and memorial markings. By analyzing the process of 
memorializing a temporary detention center, this article fills a void in 
the existing literature on the memories of Japanese American incarcera-
tion. Overlooked because of the absence of physical remains on the site, 

Fig. 1. Design proposal for the Tanforan Assembly Center Plaza, December 2016. Design 
by Harold Kobayashi/Royston Hanamoto Alley & Abey (RHAA). Courtesy of RHAA 
Landscape Architects.
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its short wartime use and its abrupt reconstruction, Tanforan, like other 
temporary incarceration camps, presents an opportunity to reconstruct 
the different stages of wartime relocation and imprisonment of persons 
of Japanese ancestry.

In February 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued Executive 
Order 9066, which authorized the Secretary of War to prescribe military 
areas from which any person could be excluded. While Executive Order 
9066 did not explicitly mention civilians of any ethnicity, it cleared the 
way for the incarceration of Japanese and Japanese American, German 
and Italian citizens. Based on racial prejudice, approximately 120,000 
Japanese and Japanese American citizens were removed from the West 
Coast and incarcerated, while deportation was not enforced for German 
and Italian American citizens. In April 1942, the Wartime Civil Control 
Administration (WCCA) of the US Army converted a popular racetrack 
in the Bay Area, the Tanforan Racetrack, into an assembly center. The 
Tanforan Assembly Center was one of the fifteen assembly centers that 
were used to house Japanese and Japanese American citizens during the 
first months following Executive Order 9066. Unlike the permanent 
rural Japanese incarceration camps in Manzanar, Topaz or Tule Lake, 
the assembly centers were temporary and semi-integrated into the local 
suburban fabric. Tanforan housed 8,033 Japanese Americans from April 
to October 1942, until the prisoners were relocated to permanent incar-
ceration camps in Utah and Arizona.3 

In 1983, the Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment 
of Civilians, appointed by President Jimmy Carter, concluded that there 
had been no military justification for the deportation of Japanese and 
Japanese American citizens during World War II. Following the Com-
mission’s recommendations, President Ronald Reagan signed the Civil 
Liberties Act of 1988, a federal law that consisted of an official govern-
ment apology, redress payment for surviving victims and the creation of 
a public educational fund.
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