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JAPANESE AMERICANS AND TEXAS DIVISION VETERANS ENDEAVOR TO GET WORD 

“JAP’ REMOVED FROM TEXAS STREET SIGN


Washington, D.C.  Japanese American veterans and their fellow veterans of the 1st Battalion, 141st Regiment, 36th (Texas) Division have combined their forces to get Texas commissioners to remove the word “Jap” from a street sign.    These veterans have sent letters to the Jefferson County commissioners to support testimonies at the July 19, 2004 hearing at the Jefferson Courthouse in Beaumont, TX.

Decades ago, a street in Beaumont was named, “Jap Road”, ostensibly because early Japanese immigrants had lived on it.  However, the real reasons are unclear since the road had been formerly known as “Old Farm Road”.  The present name has become a target for change by Japanese Americans, locally and across the country.  The term, “Jap,” is widely recognized as having a racist, derogatory and derisive meaning to stereotype and unfairly target Japanese Americans.


Bert Mizusawa, President of the Japanese American Veterans Association, a nationwide organization with membership composed of 

veterans of World War II to the present, said the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, comprised of Japanese Americans from Hawaii and the continental United States, became a part of Texas history when they rescued the Texas 36th Division’s battalion, trapped in an encirclement by German forces in the Vosges Mountains of France in October 1944.  Mizusawa said in his letter to the Jefferson County commissioners  “To the Japanese American veterans who sacrificed their blood for this country, and for a Texas unit in such measure that your great state declared them honorary citizens in 1963, [the road] is a vulgar symbol that contravenes the principles for which they fought. 


Marty Higgins, commander of the trapped 1st Texas Battalion who now resides in Anna Maria, Florida, sent a letter to request the name change.  He stated that the  Japanese Americans “fought in the European and Asia Pacific theaters to prove their loyalty and to be viewed with respect...Texas owes it to the Japanese Americans to remove these derogatory and demeaning references...I now have congestive heart failure, otherwise I would be in Texas.”


George T. Sakato, Medal of Honor recipient, wrote in a letter sent earlier that Saburo Tanamachi, resident for Beaumont who received the Silver Star was wounded by machine gun fire.  “He died in my arms, resulting in my charging the hill to retake it...As the recipient of the Medal of Honor, to hear that there is a road named “Jap Road” in Texas is unbelievable to me.  I have held being made an honorary Texan very dear to my heart up to this point...however, the knowledge that this road exists with a racial slur as its name brings back the feelings of discrimination that we experienced during WW II.  The honorary title of Texan feels like an embarrassment.”  


Walter M. Ozawa, a retired Colonel and President of the National Japanese American Veterans Council who lives in Honolulu, Hawaii, said “we recognize “Jap Road” was never intended to denigrate or hurt anyone...(However, over) the past 90 years, that term has fallen out of favor...” 


Denis Teraoka, of Honolulu and President of the 100th Infantry Battalion Veterans, which was known as the Purple Heart Battalion because of the large number of casualties, said in his letter “we also took part in saving the Texas “Lost Battalion” at great sacrifice to our own ranks...To hear the term “Jap Road” sounds not only derogatory, but also it defeats the war against racial prejudice...To right a wrong, we hereby urge you to remove the word “Jap” from the road sign.”


Gene D. Airheart, of Scottsboro, Alabama and one of the 211 members of the 1st Battalion that was saved by the 442nd Regiment, said in his letter:  “I am an old man, raised in the Heart of Dixie  … however, I invested a significant portion of my life, in fact almost lost my life in the service to the great state of Texas by serving in the 141st Regiment of the 36th Texas Division...Seven desperate days were spent fighting off our encircling Nazi enemy, just holding on until a miracle could be orchestrated.  That miracle came in the form of the heroic 442nd.  This group of men had already been assigned to more ‘suicide’ missions that should be asked of anyone, yet they were given the order” to rescue us who were doomed to die...I owe my life, and my daughter’s life, and my grandson’s life...to these Japanese American patriots.  … Perhaps the naming of that road came from non-offensive intent … but the fact is that it is offensive to an honorable and respectable segment of our population who have served and sacrificed honorably, despite prejudices against them.  Serious consideration should be given to making this right.”  


Sam Mitsui, a member of the Nisei Veterans Committee of Seattle, Washington who was placed in the Tule Lake Internment Camp, in calling for the change of name said “Being called a ‘Jap’ is like calling an African American a “nigger”.  Words do harm you and being called a ‘Jap” has left scars with me for the rest of my life.” 


Gene J. Takahashi, Westport, Connecticut who was seriously wounded in the Korean War wrote a letter to President George W. Bush requesting him to “look into this matter … As a Texan and former governor of that great state I know you would not approve this derogatory term continuing to be used as a street name.  I hope you can use the weight of your office to facilitate this change.”


Kenneth K. Inada, of Henderson, Nevada who was wounded on October 28, 1944, two days before the Texas 1st Battalion was rescued in the Vosges Mountains, after describing how the town of Bruyeres, France renamed their streets “442nd Road” and “Honolulu Way” said that “language sometimes play a nasty social and psychological game as seen in the word, “Jap.”  I and the rest of the Japanese Americans feel that it is time to correct and restitute the word to its more complete and unmistakable meaning, i.e., Japanese.” 


Jimmie Kanaya, of Gig Harbor, Washington and a member of the 442nd, was taken prisoner while attempting to rescue the 1st Battalion of the 141st Regiment.  Kanaya said he is sensitive to the “J-word” stating he has bought only American made cars because those buying Japanese made cars were accused of being “Jap lovers”.  He asked that the commissioners take this into consideration when they deliberate the name change.
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