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WD: This is Bill Docking, and I’m here today with Elva Wallace to record her 

recollections of her experiences at the Tule Lake Relocation Segregation Center for 

Japanese Americans during World War II.  It’s about 2:00 p.m. on Sunday, 

November 9, 1997, and the interview is taking place in Anaheim, California.  Thank 

you, Elva. 

 

EW: Hi, Bill. 

 

WD: Why don’t you start by telling us about yourself, your upbringing, your family, 

education, your marriage, your own family, and your career?  Start wherever you like. 

 

EW: Okay.  I was born in southeastern Arizona in the Gila Valley in a little town called 

Central.  At that time, my father was a rancher, and during the Depression he became 

a relief administrator and became associated with government employment.  I 

remember my childhood as probably being the best that a child could possibly have.  

We lived in town in the winter, when the kids were in school, and we lived on this 

gorgeous ranch during the summertime.  After my dad left relief administration, he 

went into flood control and worked in some parts of Arizona, some parts of New 

Mexico.  Then after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, when the Japanese War 

Relocation Authority was established, he was assigned to go to Tule Lake, California, 

to help construct the camp to receive the first Japanese detainees.  Or what is it that 

you call them here?   

 

WD: Internees. 

 

EW: Internees, right. 

 

WD: You can call them whatever you like.  
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EW: Right.  So anyway, I was about seven years old when the family moved to Tule Lake.  

My father went to Tule Lake early, probably about February of 1942.  Then my 

brother and I finished school, and we went to Tule Lake in June of 1942.  I like to tell 

people that I spent the war in a prisoner of war camp.  That’s stretching it a little bit, 

obviously, because they were not prisoners of war, and I wasn’t a prisoner.  But 

certainly, it had a great impact on my life, and that’s why we’re here today.  After the 

war, my father helped dismantle Tule Lake, and then he went from there to the 

Bureau of Reclamation.  He constructed housing areas for workers on the Central 

Valley Project in California, starting with the Shasta Dam and then going to Vernalis, 

California, when they were building the—we call it the big ditch, but I don’t know 

what the official name was.  But, it was the aqueduct taking water from Shasta Dam, 

Northern California, into the Central Valley. 

 

WD: Was that where the big water project— 

 

EW: Right.   

 

WD: For L.A? 

 

EW: No, not for L.A., no. 

 

WD: Not the Owens Valley Project? 

 

EW: Owens Valley, no.  That was not a part of that.  Owens Valley Project was—I had a 

little connection with that since I spent almost two years in the Owens Valley.  But, 

that was the city of Los Angeles.  And, excuse my language, but that was just a rape 

of the Valley by very greedy men, and it completely destroyed the Owens Valley for 

anything, except a little bit of recreational use.  And, as a matter of fact, I’m 

digressing a little bit here, but  Indio County, in which Owens Valley is located, is 

one of the largest counties in the United States.  I think third or fourth largest county.  

When I was there in 1987 and ’88, it had eighteen thousand people and probably 

would not have anymore because there was only approximately 2 percent of the land 

available for private ownership so it was never going to grow.  Anyway, after that, I 

went to school in the Central Valley, living in government housing.  My dad still 

worked for the government.  In 1952, he left government service and returned to 

Arizona.  I went off to college and then from there got married did all the usual 

things.   

 

WD: Did your mother accompany you and your father and your siblings to Tule Lake?  

Were you there together as a family? 

 

EW: Yes, we were.  As a matter of fact, Mom stayed in Arizona after my dad left, until 

school was out.  And then, I can remember my older sister and my older brother—

who was six years older than me—and my mom and I drove from southeastern 

Arizona all the way to Tule Lake.  At that time, it was a very, very long drive.   
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WD: Rough drive. 

 

EW: Yeah.  Essentially, it was all women.  I mean, my sister and my mom were the only 

drivers.  We had a ball. 

 

WD: Almost like the pioneers. 

 

EW: Yeah.  Certainly wasn’t air conditioned.   

 

WD: You have a brother and sisters, also? 

 

EW: I have two brothers and two sisters. 

 

WD: And they were all there at Tule Lake with you? 

 

EW: Actually, no.  My oldest brother had fibbed about his age—well, it was the summer of 

1941 and had joined the Arizona National Guard.  And just as he was getting out of 

training, Pearl Harbor occurred, and the Arizona National Guard was one of the first 

called out.  So, by this time, he was already in Panama training to become a guerilla 

warfare fighter.  He was seventeen years old. 

 

WD: At the time of Pearl Harbor, he was in Panama training as a guerilla— 

 

EW: Well, shortly afterwards.  At the time of Pearl Harbor, which was completing his 

National Guard training.   

 

WD: And this was the brother that was not with you at Tule Lake? 

 

EW: Right.  Then my oldest sister was married and living in Utah at the time.  She later 

came and lived at Tule Lake, but she didn’t go with us initially.   

 

WD: I think that pretty much covers what I wanted to know about your life history.  Maybe 

a little bit more about your education.  You were with your family in your elementary 

/ secondary education, but you did go to university then? 

 

EW: Right.  Actually, I had completed kindergarten and first grade before we left Arizona.  

And then, when we moved to Tule Lake, my second grade we were bused—well, we 

didn’t even have buses.  We were carried in troop carriers from the camp, which 

actually was not at Tulelake.  It was a little community or wayside called Newell. 

 

WD: The school was in Newell? 

 

EW: No, the camp was built in Newell.  N-e-w-e-l-l, I believe.  And Tulelake was about 

eight miles away. 

 

WD: The town of Tulelake? 
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EW: The town of Tulelake. 

 

WD: Okay.   

 

EW: And I could remember that it was so cold in the backs of those troop carriers that 

there was no question of it being an enjoyable experience.  Then the next year we 

were sent to a little country school that was a little closer.  After that schoolteachers 

were brought in, and there was school conducted on site at the Japanese Relocation 

Center.   

 

WD: But, you weren’t actually in school with the internees— 

 

EW: No. 

 

WD: —at the Tule Lake Camp?  And when I say Tule Lake, I’ll be referring to the camp 

itself, not to the town of Tulelake. 

 

EW: Right.  

 

 

WD: So, you attended school with the children of the staff of Tule Lake? 

 

EW: Right. 

 

WD: Not with the internees? 

 

EW: No, we were separated very forcefully from the internees by the high fences with 

barbed wire on top.   

 

WD: They euphemistically called those man proof fences. 

 

EW: Well, I guess you can call it that.  I remember I didn’t like them.  

 

WD: Yeah, nobody does.  Man proof is nicer than barbed wire.  

 

EW: That’s true.  I guess it’s even better than razor wire that we have now, but it was 

pretty ugly.   

 

WD: So, you were separated from the internees in the camp itself by barbed wire fences? 

 

EW: There were barbed wire fences, and then there was kind of a no man’s land on the 

Japanese side of the fence.  I don’t remember how wide it was.  It probably was 

maybe twenty-five or fifty yards wide, and there were guard towers.  So, they were 

not allowed to even come close to the fence.   

 

 [00:10:11] 
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WD: Let’s cover your higher education at the university, and then we’ll get to your arrival 

at Tule Lake.  Where did you go to a university at? 

 

EW: I went to Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah.  I started in 1952 and graduated 

in ’56 with a bachelor’s of art degree in journalism.  Even at that time, I had 

considered writing something about the experience in Tule Lake, but I never did.  

Then in 1960, I was married and had five children.  And then, in 1980—which was 

what?  Twenty-four years after I graduated from college, I enrolled in law school.  I 

spent three years in law school and became an attorney.   

 

WD: I understand you were associated with the oral history project at Cal State Fullerton.  

Would you briefly tell us about that situation? 

 

EW: A friend of mine was, I believe, the first director, but anyway, a director.  Doctor 

Gary Shumway, was director of the program.  I did typing on the side, and I was 

involved in transcribing probably eight or ten interviews for the Cal State Fullerton 

Oral History Program.   

 

WD: Good.  Okay, let’s move now to your arrival to Tule Lake.  I was curious.  You 

described your father somewhat as being a federal employee that moved around quite 

a bit.  So, one of my concerns was when he was assigned or elected to go to Tule 

Lake, what was the impact on you and your brothers and sister and your family in 

general? 

 

EW: Actually, I guess I didn’t think about it too much, but, in retrospect, I can see that it 

initially changed the direction of all of our lives.  At the time I just remember missing 

my dad because, of course, he went—what?  Four months earlier than we went.  And 

I could remember just—I was only seven years old, so I don’t remember in great 

detail.  But, I remember discussions between my mom and dad and their attempt to 

try to sell the ranch.  I could remember that their term was that they gave it away.  

They sold the ranch for considerably less than they thought it was worth.  But, at that 

time, obviously the war had started, and everyone’s lives were upset.  And we had 

grown up in the Gila Valley.  We were probably related to every third person there, so 

it was home.  And none of us ever went back.   

 

WD: So, this was the major root going of your childhood, was this move to Tule Lake from 

Gila Valley? 

 

EW: Absolutely.  And Tule Lake, I think, is considered high desert country.  It was very 

arid, treeless, [and] windy.  Winter was very, very cold.  This was very different than 

southeastern Arizona, which had quite a temperate climate: hot in the summer but 

very temperate in the winter.  And the Gila Valley was very green and a lot of 

agriculture.  We were very close to Mount Graham, which is this wonderful—they 

call them sky islands now, which I think is a wonderful term.  It was a very high—I 

think ten thousand some odd square foot of mountain elevation.  I could remember 

going there in the summertime where you were in tall pines and cool breezes and 
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alpine meadows.  We left this kind of life to a very bare existence at Tule Lake.  

There were some mountains—well, there weren’t even mountains.  I guess hills.  I 

remember one.  It was Castle Rock, and, of course, that was a playground for all the 

kids.  Periodically, we’d go there and climb around, and I could remember being 

almost stranded because my brother ran off and left me.   

 

WD: Brothers!  Well, that sets the stage dramatically for your arrival at Tule Lake, doesn’t 

it?  Tell me about the first time you arrived at Tule Lake, and what you saw, and how 

you felt? 

 

EW: Well, when we got there, we came up through Alturas, California.  Alturas is in the 

mountains, and it was rather nice.  And we thought, Well, this isn’t going to be so 

bad.  And then, as we got closer to Tule Lake, there was this big basin.  And it was 

dry, and it was arid.  We’re used to desert, but our desert has cacti and it has chaparral 

and it has a lot of vegetation.  And this was very barren. 

 

WD: More than just white sand from where you came from. 

 

EW: Yeah.  And so, as we came in, we were exhausted because we’d probably been on the 

road for a week.  We stopped in Utah, where my sister was living, for a couple of 

days.   

 

WD: Was it during the day or at night that you arrived? 

 

EW: You know, I don’t really remember, but I’m sure it was during the day, because I can 

remember thinking how bare it looked.  And I was only seven, again.  So, that seems 

to be what impressed me the most.  Now, the camp at that time was still under 

construction, so our first living quarters were just in a barracks.  It was kind of like a 

trailer.  It was long and skinny.  The rooms were kind of up.  At that time, there was 

five of us.  I don’t remember it being particularly cramped, but I remember that I 

missed our house in Arizona.   

 

WD: You called it a barracks.  Was it tarpaper barracks like the internees stayed in? 

 

EW: It was not tarpaper.   

 

WD: It had some sort of siding? 

 

EW: It had some sort of siding on the sides.  As I recall, there was wooden siding, you 

know, slats, and it was painted.  I remember it was painted olive drab, because it was 

a military-type thing.  But, I have been in the Japanese quarters, and it was much 

improved over the Japanese quarters.   

 

WD:  Was there more than one family in each barracks for the staff? 
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EW: Yes, they were.  There was at least two sets of living quarters in each barracks.  And, 

if they were single bedrooms—maybe three.  And the weird thing I remember is that 

we had to go through—the bathroom was at the very end so you had to go through a 

bedroom to get to the bathroom.  And, if that wasn’t your bedroom, then it was not 

the best situation.   

 

WD: Were there cooking facilities? 

 

EW: Oh, yes.  We had full kitchens.  And actually, I’m sure my brother will tell you about 

the heating oil incident.  But, at the end of each cluster of barracks, there was 

probably a five hundred gallon tank where heating oil was kept.  We were all given 

cans, and we’d go and bring our own heating oil in.  My brother, being an 

enterprising future engineer, redid something to his Model-T Ford, so he could use 

heating oil to run it, until my dad found out.  (laughs) 

 

WD: In general, did you discuss the situation with your brothers and sisters and your 

mother and father after you arrived?  Was there a consensus among you that this was 

a good place, a bad place, or had you already gone through that? 

 

EW: You know, I don’t really remember anything, but both my mother and my father were 

rather pragmatic.  Whatever comes, we deal with it.  We don’t bitch and moan and 

complain about it, and I think that was sort of the attitude.  This was our contribution 

to the war effort.  At that time, we felt that our government did it so it must have been 

a good thing.   

 

WD: Were there internees in the camp when you arrived?  You said you arrived in June of 

’42? 

 

EW: Right.   

 

WD: Did you see any? 

 

EW: Yes, we saw some from a distance.  And, of course, my father had already started 

working with some because he had a carpentry crews.  Because they were still—as I 

said before, they were still constructing the camp, and he had Japanese working on 

his carpentry crews. 

 

 [00:20:18] 

 

WD: Well, you arrived shortly after the first internees did.  And the chronology in Dillon S. 

Myers’ book states that the first arrival at Tule Lake arrived on May 28, 1942.  So, 

you were just days after that.  It was very new, even then when you arrived. 

 

EW: It was still incomplete.  The housing for the Japanese was far from complete.  They 

must have just completed a few.  I was not aware that we had come that quickly after 
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the first internees arrived, but I know they weren’t huge number there when we got 

there.   

 

WD: Was the internee section of the camp separated from the staff section of the camp at 

that time, as far as you remember? 

 

EW: Yes, yes.  The man proof fence was already up.  There was actually a military 

compound, and it was surrounded by the man proof fence.  And then, there was the 

compound for the civilian housing—that’s what I believe we called it—then there 

was the Japanese section.  The Japanese section was on the north of both the military 

and the civilian compound.   

 

WD: My understanding is that there were three basic sections: the section for the internees, 

the section for the employees and staff that ran the camp, and the section for the 

military that didn’t play a daily role, as far as what I read.  But, that’s a good question 

for you.  What did you see in terms of military presence when you arrived? 

 

EW: At first, there was a greater military presence.  And, in fact, it didn’t even dawn on 

me until later that there were recreational facilities set-up for the military, including 

stables for horses.  And one of the big things I remember, they had a military movie 

theater, and we were allowed to go there.  And I thought it was great to go there 

because it was only ten cents a person to go see all these movies, so we went to the 

movies all the time.  Later on—and I don’t know when it changed—but the military 

presence became less.  In fact, some of the former military quarters were actually 

used to house prisoners of war.  And it just happened that our house, at that time, was 

right across the fence from this part, so we could see the prisoners of war exercising 

in the morning. 

 

WD: Japanese prisoners of war? 

 

EW: Yes— 

 

WD: Or were there also Italians and Germans? 

 

EW: No, just Japanese.   

 

WD: You said you saw internees when you arrived.  What was your impression of the 

internees in the first days of your arrival? 

 

EW: I can’t really remember what the sequence was.  It may have been sometime before I 

actually saw them.  I know that my father was working with some of the internees— 

 

WD: They were his assistants? 

 

EW: Well, they were on his crew. 
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WD: On his crew, okay. 

 

EW: I suppose you can, in one way, call it forced labor, except it was all voluntary.  And 

they would call, Do you have these kinds of skills?  Later on, I know that we had a 

very good hospital there staffed by Japanese medical personal.   

 

WD: We do know that there was all kinds of programs within the camp for the internees to 

occupy themselves with, and a lot of initiative was eventually developed for their own 

activities in helping to support themselves there in the camps. 

 

EW: Right.  After the camp was built, because my father had a lot of experience in water 

management, he was put in charge of setting up a truck garden and doing an irrigation 

program.  By the time the war ended, the Japanese were growing most of their own 

vegetables.   

 

WD: And impressive ones, too.  From what I’ve read, they were very good at it. 

 

EW: Yeah. 

 

WD: They were very good at it. 

 

EW: Oh, yeah.  Well, after the war, they went back to San Jose and Napa Valley and 

places like this and took up their lives again.  This is what they did, and they were 

wonderful at it.  

 

WD: The majority were involved in agriculture in some way. 

 

EW: That was my understanding.  Either that or in the professions.   

 

WD: What do you remember most about your arrival?  What impressed you most?  In the 

first week or two of your arrival, what do you recall from that period the most? 

 

EW: You’re really going to laugh about this.  And, again, I’m not sure that I have the time 

context here, but in Arizona we didn’t have a telephone in our house.  I don’t know 

why because my dad usually had the latest things, but we didn’t.  And there was a 

telephone in the house where we moved, and I thought it was a toy.  So, I’d pick it up, 

and I’d yell in it.  Pretty soon somebody came out saying, “You’ve got to tell your 

kids not to do that.”  And that embarrassed my dad.   

 

WD: I see.  Okay, well, let’s leave that now and turn to the daily life as you recollect it in 

Tule Lake.  We’ve talked about how the center was laid-out and whether the staff, 

and military, and internees were all mixed up together or not.  They were not.  Can 

you describe a typical day in your life in the camp if there was such a thing? 
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EW: Well, it changed.  I remember, when I was going to school in the town of Tulelake the 

first year that I was there, we would leave in the morning, before it was light.  Maybe 

those troop carriers didn’t go more than ten miles an hour, I don’t know.   

 

WD: Was this to go to school? 

 

EW: To go to school.  We would have to go to the administration building, so maybe that 

would be three or four blocks.  You have to realize the wind chill factor—they didn’t 

even call it wind chill factor then—but now I imagine the wind chill factor would be 

at least at zero.  I mean, it was really cold.   

 

WD: It was very cold. 

 

EW: So, we would walk up to the administration building, we’d get in the back of these 

canvas covered troop carrier trucks, and they would haul us into Tulelake.  We’d get 

in there whatever time—probably eight o’clock, regular school day—and there would 

be troop carriers to bring us back.  Well, there was a degree of discrimination against 

us because we were from the camp.  That’s what everybody called it.  And, by the 

time, we’d get home, it would be dark again. 

 

WD: You got that from the townspeople in Newell?  

 

EW: Well, from the townspeople in Tulelake.  Actually, we didn’t have much interplay 

with the townspeople but from the children, the other children at the school.  We were 

different.   

 

WD: Did they view you as helping the Japs in some way, do you think? 

 

EW: No, it was just we didn’t belong.   

 

WD: You were outsiders? 

 

EW: Yeah.  And it got better, and I did develop some good friendships there.  Now, in the 

summertime, Tulelake is quite hot.  Got to tell you one thing.  Tulelake, next to 

Hanford, California, has the worst water in the whole world.  I mean, it took us—I’m 

not sure we ever got used to it.  But, when we first got there—especially out in the 

ranch—we had wonderful water.  No chlorine, no anything.  And we get up there, and 

there’s a high sulfur content to the water.  It was awful.  So, that was one thing.  But, 

in the summertime, kids always find something to do.  I could remember there were 

quite a few children of the employees, and we kind of ran around in a pack and got in 

trouble, did things that kids always do.  At one point—I don’t know where my dad 

got it, it was wartime—but he got me a bike for Christmas.  And, of course, from 

there on, I was all over the civilian compound on my bike.   

 

 [00:30:00] 
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WD: So, you and your friends, who were basically children of other personnel at the 

center, didn’t associate on a daily basis with the internees and their children? 

 

EW: No. 

 

WD: You sort of had your little culture of your own. 

 

EW: We had very—let’s put it this way.  Some of the children had absolutely no contact 

with the internees because there was no interplay on the adult level.  The only reason 

I had contact is because my father, being the kind of person he was, made friends 

with many of the Japanese.  We were invited to a lot of the Japanese ceremonies and 

art events and whatever cultural evenings, so we went down into the colony, the 

Japanese colony.  Oh, certainly not on a weekly basis, but I would say probably every 

month or so.  And I had an opportunity, I think, to know the people as people a little 

bit more than some of my friends did.  Later on, we’ll talk about one of the riots, and 

I think the difference in attitudes comes through in our response to the riots.   

 

WD: What kind of social life did the internees have, the adults and/or the children that you 

were aware of? 

 

EW: Whatever they could put together—it’s my understanding that they organized musical 

events because there were some very fine musicians there.  I am still in awe of what 

the Japanese could do art wise with absolutely nothing.  One of the things—Tule 

Lake, as the name implies, is an ancient lake bed, and it was more like an inland sea 

because there were great deposits of little spiral-type seashells.  The Japanese created 

exquisite art with these tiny seashells, some of them not much more than a quarter of 

an inch long, and they made jewelry, pendants, and broaches from those.  They made 

artificial flower-type arrangements.  So, that was one of the things that they did.  

They were meticulous in what they did.  Many of them worked on various types of 

crews.  Fortunately, they were given that opportunity.  I know one of our friends, I 

think, had a painting crew, and somebody else had a carpentry crew, so they did this.  

But, they made their own entertainment.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough for some of 

them—especially the teenage Japanese boys—and some of them started gangs.  We 

didn’t call them gangs then, but that’s what they were.   

 

WD: Where did you shop? 

 

EW: We were able to shop at the Japanese PX, and I guess the commissary.  I don’t ever 

remember going to the commissary, but I believe that’s what we did.  We went into 

Tulelake, and, on rare occasions, we went into Klamath Falls, Oregon, which is about 

forty miles way.  Gasoline rationing was in effect so those were rare occasions.  For 

us the nearest branch of our church was in Klamath Falls, so, obviously, we didn’t get 

there very often.   

 

WD:  How did you feel about the conditions for the internees at the camp after you’d been 

there a while? 
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EW: Even now, it’s amazing to me because, after I had been there, after I had a chance to 

meet some of the families—even as a very small child, eight or nine years old—I was 

absolutely outraged that the United States would do this to its own citizens. 

   

WD: Tell us about that. 

 

EW: When I heard some of the stories about how the property had been taken and how the 

lives had been disrupted, and—even with all of that—how loyal these people were 

still to the United States, I just—maybe kids have an overdeveloped sense of what’s 

fair.   

 

WD: You sensed all this at the time? 

 

EW: Oh, yeah.  And my dad—well, my dad was a great influence on me, obviously.  I 

probably heard him talking about it.  But, I could remember feeling outraged that it 

just wasn’t fair to do this.  It wasn’t until later that I put it together that there was fear 

that if they could do it to the Japanese, maybe they could do it to me.  I don’t know.  

But, I’ve carried that sense of outrage with me my entire life.   

 

WD: After you had been at the camp a while, did you and your family adapt fairly well?  

Was there any problems within your family or your own community, that is the 

people that were running the camp? 

 

EW: We did adapt.  As I said, my parents were very pragmatic.  I don’t remember my 

mom ever complaining about the dust and about some of the other problems.  

Probably after the first year or so, we moved from the apartment in the barracks 

into—it was a barracks but it was—I don’t even know why it was there.  Anyway, it 

was a three-bedroom house, and it was a freestanding.  We didn’t have a common 

wall with anybody.  It was really a very nice house, so that was comfortable for us.  

 

WD: And that was an upgrade, a step-up? 

 

EW: Right.  And I know that my mom developed some very good friends.  In fact, my 

parents developed friendships there that carried throughout the rest of their lives. 

 

WD: With Japanese Americans or other staff or both? 

 

EW: Actually, with both.  Other staff members—I could remember my parents visiting 

with two families that we met at Tule Lake as late as into the seventies, which was 

what?  Thirty years later.  And I know that after the war, my parents visited with 

some of the Japanese people in San Jose on a number of occasions.   

 

WD: Did your father happen to know Barney Shallot?  Does that name ring a bell? 

 

EW: It doesn’t to me. 
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WD: And one last question on this theme.  Are there any persons, either within the 

internees or anywhere in the camp that stand out in your mind that you recollect? 

 

EW: Well, I could remember my dad talking about Ray Best.  I believe he was the director 

or at least one of the administrators of the camp.   

 

WD: He was the director of the camp. 

 

EW: I’d have to say he didn’t like Ray Best all that well.  He thought that he was a little bit 

out of touch with the needs of the camp.  But, I knew some of his children.  I think 

one of them went to school with my brother.  It was more that age, so I was quite a bit 

younger.  There was a Groves family that we were friendly with, and there were 

children pretty much my age and my brother’s age.  I could remember playing 

basketball or watching the guys play basketball there.  And there was one family, 

uh—shoot, I know the girl’s name was Leah, and we were good friends.  She was 

maybe a year older than me.  Almost ten years later, when I was in high school, I was 

editor of my yearbook.  I went to a journalism convention in Fresno, California, and 

here she is.  She’s an editor of her yearbook.  That was kind of a nice surprise to meet 

this family.  And then, there was another family, Lawrenson, that ended up in 

Eugene, Oregon, and I know my folks visited with them well into the fifties.  I had a 

crush on their boy and always wondered what happened to him. 

   

[00:40:03] 

 

WD: So, life was pretty normal, in some respects? 

 

EW: It was very normal.  Families would get together, we would go up to the mountains 

around Alturas, and we would do things.  There was one family—hard to forget—his 

name was Dick Tracy, and they became really special friends.  They had one 

daughter.  I think until my mother’s death they maintained contact through Christmas 

cards.  Life in the camp was not bad.  I don’t remember being mistreated or even 

feeling deprived in any way.   

 

WD: And you said the internees were not intentionally mistreated or brutalized? 

 

EW: No, they were not brutalized, except during—we called it the riot.  I think they call it 

something else at the time.  There was some sort of protest, strike, or something, and, 

during that protest, I remember one of the kid’s fathers bragging about having a 

baseball bat that he had battered some of the Japanese with.  Even then that kind of 

made me sick to my stomach. 

 

WD: Well, let’s talk about some of the bad parts of Tule Lake, some of the problems that 

they had there.  You already discussed some of the problems that you saw or became 

aware of.  You have stated to me previously that you were outraged as a child.  I was 

going to ask you about that, but you already told me about that.  What were the 

tensions that you may have been aware of that you recollect from the camp? 
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EW: Well, one of the things is that it was so restrictive.  I could remember my dad having 

to get special permission, probably from Mr. Best, to take a group of Japanese into 

the mountains to get pieces of wood for art projects.  It really was hard to keep 

everybody busy.   

 

WD: Because of regulations regarding the internees, procedures that had to be followed? 

 

EW: I would assume that that’s what it is.  It was not encouraged for there to be much 

interchange between the internees and the civilians.  And there were many of the 

civilians that just viewed the Japanese as the enemy.  I don’t recall anyone wanting to 

particularly abuse them, but they thought it was perfectly all right.   

 

WD: You stated earlier that you attended some functions in what you referred to as the 

colony with your father— 

 

EW: Right.  

 

WD:  —that he was invited to.  Did he have to get special permission for that do you 

know? 

 

EW: You know, he must have because we had to have passes, but I wasn’t really aware of 

what he had to do.  He would just come and say, “We’ve been invited to an art 

show,” or whatever.  My mom was very interested in art, and I know that she enjoyed 

that a great deal.  My mother is a very tenderhearted person, and I know that it really 

hurt her to see people that had been ripped from their homes against their will.   

 

WD: Did your father know Paul Robertson? 

 

EW: That name sounds familiar. 

 

WD: He was assistant director under Ray Best.   

 

EW: Yeah, that sounds familiar.   

 

WD: And some of the things I’ve read about Paul Robertson.  Paul would go into the 

compound, into the colony, almost at will, and I got the feeling that there was a little 

hostility or a little danger for some of the members of the staff.  How did you feel in 

there?  Did you feel safe? 

 

EW: Yes, I never felt hostility.  I never personally felt any danger, except during one of the 

riots, and I don’t know when it was.  It must have been one of the early ones because 

we were evacuated from the civilian compound and taken over to the military 

compound.  And I could remember it was kind of like people that are evacuated now 

for floods or something, because we had blankets on us.  I think it was in the 

gymnasium.  And, at that particular time, they were using teargas, and I had a puppy 

at home.  And I kept worrying my mom about my puppy, afraid that something would 
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happen to it.  That was the only time I remember feeling any fear.  I could remember 

one time that my mother took lunch out to my dad when he was out working on the 

farm with a crew.  And the Japanese were given, I guess, finally rice and their food, 

so the Japanese men would take rice balls in their lunch boxes.  I’d seen them before, 

and I’d wanted them.  Finally, I guess I communicated with this Japanese man that I 

wanted this rice ball.  My dad said that he offered it to me, and he said I could take it.  

I got it, and I was very disappointed because it was just rice.  (laughs)  It wasn’t 

anything—I guess I thought it was like an ice cream cone or something.  I don’t 

know.  And this Japanese man got the biggest kick out of it because it was obvious 

that it wasn’t what I thought it was going to be.  But, they were very, very nice to our 

family.  Maybe it was because they respected my father or maybe it was because they 

were just nice people or a combination of both, but they were always extremely 

polite, very attentive, and we always felt good to be around them.   

 

WD: So, Tule Lake was not in constant turmoil? 

 

EW: No, no.  There came a time, toward the end, and I could remember—this is one of the 

few times I could remember my dad being upset.  Apparently, they took the so-called 

troublemakers from some or all of the other internment camps and brought them to 

Tule Lake.  We heard about it before they came in.  First of all, they brought in 

enough people that there were too many people for the facilities, and that was a 

problem.  And then, we didn’t really see why— 

 

 [recording paused] 

 

WD: On May 31, 1943, there was a meeting of all the project directors from the ten centers 

to discuss the segregation program, which was basically a program to isolate all the 

troublemakers—the so-called troublemakers and disloyal Japanese—into a single 

location and the directors were unanimous in favor of establishing that program.  

Between August 1943 and October 1943, more than fifteen thousand people were 

moved in and out of Tule Lake.  So, that’s probably the period that you’re talking 

about, a lot of commotion, a lot of people moving in and out.  There were bringing 

people from other centers that had been labeled as disloyal and pulling out others that 

wanted to relocate who were not causing problems.  What do you know regarding the 

murder of a Japanese male in June of 1944?  Do you recall the incident? 

 

EW: Yes.  I have not thought about that for a long time, but I do remember that there was a 

murder in the colony, and then there were riots following that.  I don’t remember 

what triggered it or anything like that.  As I mentioned earlier, there were gangs that 

were— 

 

WD: Let me sort of finish this recap I started a moment ago.  As I said, between August 

and October ’43, there were a lot of people moved in and out of Tule Lake.  On 

October eleventh, the last group from other centers arrived at Tule Lake.  And on 

October 15,
 
1943, there was a truck accident in Tule Lake that led to a farm strike.  I 

think one worker died as a result of the injuries, but the incident led to a strike.  And 
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on November first, about two weeks after that, there was a mass demonstration at the 

camp during Dillon Myers’ visit there.  And perhaps that’s you recall, the big 

demonstration, because it was several thousand internees involved.  There’s a lot of 

information about what went on, but basically, it was a non-violent demonstration at 

that time.  However, a few days later, on November fourth, violence erupted and the 

troops took control, and they had control until January 14, 1944, a period of several 

weeks.  So, from August ’43 to January 14, 1944, was a time of great turmoil at Tule 

Lake.  You’ve discussed, to some extent, those events, but did you ever feel 

threatened?  Were you and your family ever attacked?  What did you see? 

 

 [00:51:26] 

 

EW: We never were.  And, actually, I never saw anything at all.  As I mentioned, I guess it 

was during the violent period that we were actually evacuated from our housing area.  

There was some destruction to civilian compounds by the Japanese, but after the riot 

was over, one of the Japanese leaders came to my father, and he said, “You didn’t 

need to worry because we had people watching your house the entire time.”  My 

father was very well respected by the Japanese.  He respected them, and personally, 

we never were in any danger at all.  I don’t believe any of the civilians were hurt, but 

there was—as I said, the father of one of my friends went out into the riot and 

apparently used that as an excuse to batter people.  Maybe he was supposed to.  I 

don’t even recall what his job was. 

 

WD: This is one of the staff you’re talking about? 

 

EW: Right.  He may have been one of the security guards.  I don’t know, but I know I 

thought that was a little much.   

 

WD: There was a complement attached to the staff called the internal security, and they 

were there to keep control of things.  And, if they lost control, the military was to 

come in.  That was the plan— 

 

EW: Okay.   

 

WD: —and that’s what happened in those months of turmoil.  But, there was internal 

security staff on the grounds at all times, so he may have been one of those.   

 

EW: Could have been.  And I do recall my mom had a tendency for feeding people, and I 

can remember bringing some of the soldiers from the military compound to our house 

for Thanksgiving and things like that.  I remember all the time that we were at Tule 

Lake, we had goose instead of turkey because Tule Lake was in the great American 

flyway for the migrations.  The skies would be just darkened with the flocks of geese 

that were flying across.  And my brother and my dad were hunters, and so we always 

had these wonderful Canadian geese.  And nobody—in my entire life I’ve never 

found anyone who could cook a goose like my mother could.  So, I do remember 

inviting soldiers to dinners like that. 



WALLACE   O.H. 2654 

 

17 

 

WD: That’s very interesting.  Very interesting.  Anything else you want to discuss about 

the problems at Tule Lake that we haven’t covered so far that I have left out or that 

you have left out to this point? 

 

EW: Probably we’ve already hit this, but I know that my father just didn’t feel that the 

administration at Tule Lake was—maybe sympathetic is not the word but maybe even 

aware of the human problems or the unfairness or whatever.  They just didn’t seem to 

be on the same wave length.  I mean, it was a job and they did it but they really didn’t 

look at the Japanese as people.  And I know that always bothered my dad.   

 

 [01:00:10] 

 

WD: That’s a criticism that’s been leveled at Ray Best before, mainly by Paul Robertson, 

one of his assistants there.  Let’s move on then to wrapping this up.  Tell us about 

leaving Tule Lake. 

 

EW: Well, actually, we left twice.  My brother, who I mentioned was in training to become 

a guerilla fighter when he was seventeen years old, ended up being sent to the South 

Pacific, and he was a guerilla fighter for nearly four years in the war.  And when it 

was obvious that the war was beginning to wind down, my father got to thinking that 

it wouldn’t be really good for my brother to come home from fighting the Japanese to 

a Japanese Relocation Center where the family was.  So, he bought a 120 acre farm 

outside of Eagle Point, Oregon, and he took a job as water commissioner for this little 

community so that there would be a place for my brother to come home to.  That 

didn’t really work out, and he was needed.  So, he went back—I believe he had that 

job only for about a year.  And so, he went back, and the war was ending.  So, my dad 

not only had the experience of building the camp, he also was instrumental in closing 

it down.  

 

WD: In dismantling it? 

 

EW: In dismantling it.  And I remember that as the Japanese moved out, then I went into 

the colony with my dad in some of the places.  Some of them were very clean, very—

see, the Japanese weren’t allowed to bring much in when they came.  They were not 

allowed to take much out when they left.  I guess you have to call us scavengers.  I 

mean, I thought it was great.  I was what?  Nine years old or ten years old at the time 

and to just go down and go through the abandoned things there—some of the living 

quarters—well, their living quarters, like I say, were not as good as ours.  Basically, 

there were barracks with single board walls with tarpaper on them, and I can’t even 

remember what kind of a stove it was.  Maybe it was a coal or a wood-burning stove 

at the end of the thing.  Then they didn’t have partitions; they had to hang blankets to 

partition off walls.  Some of them were very neat and very clean; some of them had a 

really bad odor.  I’m not quite sure from what.  But they left—for a while, I had a 

collection of canes, wooden canes that had been made.  They’d take any sort of old 

stick, and they would carve it.  Some of them were just exquisite.  I have no idea what 

happened to those.   
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WD: You had the collection at Tule Lake?   

 

EW: Well, we got them as the camp was empting, and I’d just take them home.  We took 

them to Eagle Point because we went to Eagle Point after the war.  (phone rings)  It 

just fascinated me what these people could do with nothing.  We found some 

Japanese type china, those saké cups and things like that, and for a long time we had 

that.  I have no idea what happened to them.  My folks, probably in a move, had to 

get rid of it.   

 

WD: But, this is just prior to you leaving Tule Lake, and this is when you got a real good 

look at the conditions— 

 

EW: At the conditions.  

 

WD: —and some of them were—they’re just like other people.  Some took care of 

themselves and some didn’t.  

 

EW: Absolutely.  And some of them made the best of what they had; some of them didn’t.  

That was the whole thing.  That was the reason why it was so unfair because they 

were people, and they were loyal.  And I remember—and again, this must have been 

toward the end of the stay at the camp—there was one family that my father was 

friendly with, and that I met.  I remember going to their living quarters, and there 

were pictures on the wall.  They had five sons fighting in the American Army.   

 

 [01:00:14] 

 

WD: That’s one of the questions I wanted to ask you previously, and it slipped my mind.  

Did you see any of the Japanese Americans that were enlisted in the U.S. military?  

I’ve read that they visited their parents at these camps.  Did you have experiences 

with that? 

 

EW: I never saw any.  I just saw the pictures of them in uniforms.  I remember they were 

on a wall.  

 

WD: Left behind? 

 

EW: No, no.  This was before the Japanese left, and we had gone down to visit this family.  

I could remember continually asking my dad, “Why are they here?  Why are they 

here when they have people fighting for us just like Chris is fighting for us?”  Chris is 

my brother.  My eight or nine or ten-year-old mind just couldn’t compute that. 

 

WD: What did your dad say? 

 

EW: He just said, “That’s the way it is.”  He said, “It’s wrong—”  I mean, he never 

thought it was right to do that.  But, everything that my dad ever showed me about the 
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experience was that he had great respect for the Japanese people and that it was 

wrong.  But, this was the way it was, and we had to accept it.   

 

WD: One more question.  Kind of a long question.  What conclusions have you reached 

about this experience, both for yourself and regarding the implications for a 

democratic and a liberty based culture?  

 

EW: Frankly, it scares me a great deal.  I’ve just recently read a book called Hitler’s 

Willing Executioners.  It’s a book that had quite a bit of press mention during 1996, 

’97, somewhere in that range.  But, it pointed out that the socialization of the German 

people made it possible for the Holocaust to take place.  And I followed this story—I 

don’t think they call them reparations—but a few years ago when the Japanese finally 

gained the right to sue the United States government for this involuntary internment 

and some reparations were paid, I thought, too little, too late.  But, after reading this 

book about the Holocaust and reading other things about the Holocaust, what is it in 

the American culture that made it possible for us to do this to a segment of our own 

citizenry?  It’s very frightening to me that we could do that.  And I don’t remember 

any outcry from the public about what we did to the Japanese.  All I remember is that 

some members of the public took advantage of the Japanese when they were given 

forty-eight hours or seventy-two hours or whatever amount of notice they were given, 

and just took their property from them.  In a few cases, just like in a few cases in the 

Holocaust experience, there were good people.  I remember a story about one man 

who operated a Japanese farmer’s nursery business somewhere in the Napa Valley.  

During the entire war, he saved all the profits, and when this man came back, handed 

it all to him and said, “I’ve done the best I could for you.”  This is what I would like 

to have seen more often.  I don’t think that as a people we can allow outrages like this 

to happen and continue to be safe in our society.   

 

WD: This may be an impossible question, but I’m going to ask it anyway.  And, if it’s 

impossible, just let me know.  What could we have done differently or better?  How 

could we have handled the difficult situation that the Japanese Americans posed for 

us after the bombing of Pearl Harbor?   

 

EW: Okay, you’re right, it is a hard question, but, as a lawyer, my first response is they 

have to have access to the courts.  We have a little thing in the Constitution called due 

process.  And that was the thing—I mean, we suspended the Constitution in order to 

do this to the Japanese, and that’s a very dangerous thing to do.  We cannot suspend 

due process.  We may want to do something, go around it—if there’s an emergency 

situation, obviously we have to act.  But, there was absolutely no probable cause—to 

use the term from criminal law—there was no probable cause to do this to the 

Japanese because I have never heard of any single incident where any Japanese that 

was interned had been caught doing anything wrong.  The thing that removes our 

society from some of the other societies in the world is our Constitution, and we 

simply have to make sure it doesn’t happen again.  We’ve got to keep the courts open 

to the protection of the people.   



WALLACE   O.H. 2654 

 

20 

 

WD: In the book Uprooted Americans, from the chronology—if I can find it quickly 

here—it states that I believe it was the secretary of war that was advised by a panel of 

attorneys that President Roosevelt was within his rights to order the establishment of 

the military areas and the exclusions of any and all persons from those due to his war 

powers, under the conditions that existed after Pearl Harbor.  So, as far as the 

government was concerned, it was proceeding legally.  Perhaps that was their way of 

dealing with due process.  A panel of three attorneys advised the secretary of war.   

 

EW: That is not what due process is all about.  Due process involves the courts.  And 

certainly, war powers suspend certain rights.  But, if that had been the case, then 

those Japanese should have been given access to the courts the minute the war was 

over and have it sorted out that time, and that’s what we didn’t do.  They said, It was 

legal, therefore we are not going to give you any opportunity.  See, another thing that 

we have in the Constitution is a requirement that citizens be treated equally.  Now, we 

separated the Japanese from the so-called military areas, but we didn’t move the 

Germans out.  We didn’t move the Italians out.  There’s a good reason for that: 

because Italians and Germans looked like everybody else in America at that time.  So, 

there was unequal protection.  There was a suspension of due process.  And all right, 

if it was necessary, that’s fine.  But, after the war, they should have had access to the 

courts so that they could recover at least some of their property.  That was not given 

to them.  So, what if they decide next time that it’s blacks that pose a danger?  What 

if they decide that it is Mormons who pose a danger?   Or what if they decide anyone 

over fifty years old is no longer necessary or wanted in this society.  So, it’s a danger 

to allow people to act without having to account, and nobody was accountable for 

what they did.  

 Now, it is my understanding from reading—and I haven’t got into it deeply—

but Earl Warren, who was attorney general of California at the time internment orders 

were made, repented, if you want to use that word.  Some people feel that’s the 

reason that he became the great advocate of civil rights that he became as chief justice 

to the United States.  Maybe that was his way of atoning, I don’t know.  If it was, 

then good for him, but it still shouldn’t have happened.  There was no rational reason.  

Now, if they created these military zones on the coast of California and Oregon and 

Washington, why wasn’t Hawaii considered a military zone?  Yet, to my knowledge, 

not a single Japanese Hawaiian was ever interned.  Thank goodness.  I’m certainly 

not advocating that they should have been.  But, it simply doesn’t compute that the 

Hawaiian Islands, where so much military activity took place so much closer to the 

Japanese mainland, why that would have been different than the coast of Oregon or 

California. 

 

[01:11:12] 

 

WD: It’s an incomplete and broken logic.   

 

EW: It certainly is.   
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WD: Well, I think we are about to wrap this up.  I’ll ask you one more question.  Is there is 

any other thing you would like to cover that you think is important?  

 

EW: I’ve remembered more about this, this afternoon than I have for the last thirty years.  

No, I don’t believe that there is anything that I’m just burning to get on the record 

here.   

 

WD: You’ll probably remember later on— 

 

EW: Probably and especially after I talk to my brother and sister about it.   

 

WD: Well, maybe we can come back for a follow-up interview if you have some burning 

desire to follow-up on this. 

 

EW: If that happens, I’ll let you know. 

 

WD: Okay, thank you very much. 

 

EW: Thank you.  

 

WD: This concludes the interview with Elva Wallace.  

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


