Judge Carl Griffith, Jr.
Jefferson County Courthouse
1149 Pearl Street
Beaumont,  TX  77704
 

Dear Judge Griffith:
 

I support the position of the Houston Chapter, Japanese American Citizens League, in their effort to have Jap Road in Jefferson County changed. "Jap" is a pejoritive word and does not belong on a street sign anywhere. We, who have gone through America's concentration camps during World War II, experienced the full inpact of the three letter word during and after the war. I'm sure you'll hear from many people from national organizations in favor of the name change. Even Japanese Road would be more appropriate.
 

I co-edit a newsletter in Cincinnati, Ohio. Our latest issue carried a story, "Young Mexicans with a Japanese Heart" submitted to us by a teacher in West Lafayette, Indiana. Leila Meyerratken teaches at the Sunnyside Middle School. Her experience is as follows:
   I teach a multiage course of English as a New Language for levels I and II at a middle school. Although my students have the same nationality, they are diverse in various aspects including religion, background knowledge, even language. One indigenous student didn't go to school in Mexico and couldn't cut with scissors, let alone read and write.
   One trait they do share, however, is that they have a profound fascination with the Asian culture. Whenever possible, I read to them picture books which I translate as I read.
   When it came to history, I struggled a few times with words like "Jap" which have no translation. It is not an abbreviation for Japan or Japanese. The word was coined during the 40's as a racial put-down. On doors, it meant that Asians were not welcome, not even Asian Americans who, at the time, had just served in the U.S. military during World War II.
   Throughout the year, my students made incredible progress in learning English through many new opportunities and exciting activities to meet the state standards in a way that would engage them the most. Time came when they were ready to learn how to read newspaper articles. To teach vocabulary within context, I picked a recent article from the Asian Pacific featuring a story about a street called "Jap" Road that is still in existence in Texas. Further research indicated that a court ruling passed in favor of the residents to keep the street name the same, regardless of its racist meaning. As students read numerous articles featuring various points of view, they came across a resident who actually insisted that the road was intended to honor the Japanese farmer.
   My students were upset. "...but it hurts my feelings!" exclaimed a 6th grader. Her remark was comical. "Did she turn Japanese?" I thought.
   Her peers shared the same view that the name should not have stayed and wanted to take actions. Most of them were not able to fully articulate their outrage in English, so they opted to create art to express how they felt instead. One student drew a portrait of Martin Luther King, Jr., in front of a street sign bearing the words "Jap Rd." A Spanish inscription reads" "El tenia unsueno, pero esta no fue," meaning "He had a dream but this is not it." Another student drew a hot cup of chocolate stirred with a sign that has the name of the street. An inscription reads: "This is hard to swallow." The artist worked carefully to include the Kanji character for Peace onto the mug. Another student drew the flag of Texas in front of the street sign, but with the colors reversed. I explained that the flag was incorrect. Without stopping her work, she snapped, "No, ellos son astrasados," meaning they are backwards."
   "But they can use a million words instead." wrote Esther in her letter to a judge pleading that they can take a stand against injustice regardless of their distance from where it occurs.
   People who feel racism every day are the ones to feel the relief in doing something about it.
   
This e-mail is long but I thought you should get a different view.
 

Sincerely,
 

Gordon Yoshikawa
7761 Gwenwyn Drive
Cincinnati, OH 45236
 

