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A Plantation Camp 

by Milton Murayama

The sugar plantation camp of Pu'ukoli'i sat on the slope of 

the West Maui Mountains. Sewage water from haole camp and

Japanese camp were combined with reservoir water to irrigate the 

fields below the camp. Mr. Nelson's big house was highest on the 

slope. Then came the homes of the Portuguese and Spanish lunas 

with their indoor toilets, which flushed into the narrow 

underground concrete ditches that ran down hill through Japanese 

camp. A wide concret ditch caught all the human and pig 

shit and with water from the reservoir irrigated the fields below 

Japanese camp. Filipino camp had its own shit disposable ditches. 

After harvest or when the cane was short, the view downhill was 

spectacular. Molokai suddenly appeared on the right and the blue 

Pacific stretched for miles to Lanai and beyond.

All Japanese shit was equal. How high you were in Japanese 

camp didn't count. What mattered was how many "lunas" or 

strawbosses your family had. Mr. Tsuda and his two sons were 

lunas. Another son was assistant manager of the plantation 

store The oldest son, Nobuo, had been handy man for the 

plantation store since he graduated from Pu'ukoli'i Grade School. 

He'd sent all his siblings - 3 brothers and 4 sisters - to high 

school. He was a model number one son, everybody said. Only 

three Japanese families owned cars, and the Tsuda's was always 

the newest.

The Kurio family had a big face because they were the only 

family who owned land. The late Mr. Kurio ran the bakery and
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Lunch concession for bachelors. He sold the concession to the 

plantation and bought land in Honokawai. The second Tsuda son 

married the eldest Kurio daughter.

The Itos had only one son and two girls, but both father and 

son were lunas. The son married the second Kurio daughter. The 

Tsuda-Kurio-Ito families were the richest in Japanese camp. All 

the Tsuda and Ito men were tall and good-looking. Takeshi Tsuda 

had been a football star at Lahainaluna, and his youger brother a 

basketball star. They stood head and shoulders above the rest of 

the shorter Japanese men. The plantation had picked its lunas 

mostly by their size and looks.

Few from West Maui went to college. Those who did. became 

teachers, dentists, and doctors, and came back to teach or 

practice in their hometowns. A very few became lawyers. Even 

fewer entered politics as Republicans. The Big 5 companies and 

the plantations controlled politics. University of Hawaii, 

funded largely by the sugar interests, specialized in sugar 

technology.

The Japanese was about 40% of Hawaii's population. The 

Honolulu papers worried, "What will the nisei do in case of war 

with Japan9" In 1939 a football field was built on the slope 

above Lahainaluna High School. The coach explained it was to 

keep Maui High or Baldwin High from spying on them. But then even 

the games were played on the plateau stuck out like the deck of 

an aircraft carrier. Why didn't they play downtown at the 

bigger Maluuluolele Park9 people wondered. The downtown park

would draw thrice the crowd. People called it "a monument to the
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principal's stupidity." The school sorely needed a cafeteria. 

Then after the War the truth came out: the Army had commissioned 

it as an emergency airfield in case the Japanese Army landed. 

What if the Japanese population sided with the invaders? The 

white residents of West Maui would be at their mercy. It would 

take 1-2 hours to get past the windinq pali road from Wailuku. 

It had to be a mainland haole's paranoia. Most Army brass were

malahinis.

THEN PEARL HARBOR! In an instant the nightmare was real!

Were the Japanese going to land? How was the local Japanese 

going to react? We were all "locals" - Japanese, Filipinos, 

Hawaiians, Portuguese, Haoles. Unlike on the mainland, we'd been 

interacting socially. Even the plantation bosses vouched for our 

loyalty as did our friends of the other races.

The thousand nisei drafted before the War were segregated 

into a labor battalion, their rifles taken away from them. Then 

on the eve of the Battle or Midway they were secretly shipped to 

the mainland.

Nerves quieted down after victory at Midway. The 100th 

Battalion went through one basic training after another. Local 

Japanese leaders begged the Army to let them fight in Europe and 

not waste them as a labor battalion.

On February 1, 1943 the Army asked for l,500 Hawaii 

volunteers to fight in Europe. They and volunteers from the 

internment camps on the mainland would form a regiment. 10,000 

volunteered in Hawaii. The 1,500 was increased to 2,600. In

Pu'ukoli'i Nobuo Tsuda was one of the first to volunteer. "You
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don't hafta go. You one old man," his co-workers tried to 

dissuade him. 

"I wen work 18 years for the family. I wen do enuff! I wanna live my own 

life!" he said.

He surprised the camp. Everybody thought he enjoyed being 

model number one son. He'd always been jolly and upbeat.

A dozen boys, including Nobuo's younger brother, Hideo, 

volunteered.

Six early draftees from the camp were in the 100th. Now ten 

more joined the 442nd, who arrived at Camp Shelby, Miss. on April 

13, 1943.

Suddenly the parents of the 442nd boys flooded the Methodist 

Japanese Sunday services.

On September 22, 1943, the 100th Battalion landed in

Salerno, Italy with the 34th Army and had its first engagement 

seven days later. After three days the 100th had 21 KIAs, 67 

WIAs. Who? Who? The whole village waited for the dreaded jeep 

and its messenger. There were a few KIAs in Lahaina, but the camp 

escaped its first battle.

On January 24, 1944 the 100th was ordered to cross the

Rapido River, take the town of Casino, scale the heights of Monte 

Casino in a frontal attack. They were pulled back after heavy 

losses. Again the guys from camp were living a charmed life.

The 442 had sent two replacement companies to the 100th. On 

June 26, 1944 it joined the battle for the first time. By then

the 100th had been well publisized for its valor. The battle of 

nisei loyalty had been won.
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All through the War nobody from camp was killed whereas 

Lahaina had many KIAs. The prayers at the Methodist Church 

must've worked. But then as soon as the War ended, these "rice 

Christians" stopped coming to services.

The 100th and 442nd veterans began coming home. Kazu 

Tanabe, had been discharged earlier as a shell-shock case. He 

now sat on a swing in his yard and ran into his house when anyone 

approached. For the rest the parents threw one party after 

another. Everybody went to eat and hear war stories.

But something else was happening. The ILWU which had 

suspended its union activities during the War now unionized 

the whole camp. The workers who had lost one racial strike after 

another were now united. The plantation tried to split the 

Japanese and Filipino workers by circulating stories of the 

Japanese Army's atrocities in the Philippines. "Know your class 

and be loyal to it," the union preached, and saw to it that the 

Filipino workers were well represented in the committees.

In the past the plantation had dumped all the belongings 

from the plantation-owned houses unto the macadamized

"government" road. Now with the workers united, there was 

nobody to do it. The big controversy was: were the lunas workers 

or management? The NLRB couldn't decide. The union struck on 

September 1, 1946.

Most lunas were reluctant to join the strikers. Hideo Tsuda 

of the prestigious Tsuda family had returned a war hero. Now he 

was called a "scab." Bill Toda of the Strike Strategy Committee 

told his brother-in-law, Takeshi Tsuda, "Hey, no go cross my
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yard. I no like scabs taking short-cuts through my yard." The 

loud Shiotsugu boys bullied the sons of the lunas at school. 

Even after NLRB ruled lunas were management, the bullying 

continued.

All the plantations settled by November 27, 1946 except John 

T. Carlyle of Frontier Mill. He insisted on firing some union 

men who'd roughed up some luna scabs. The union said No. They 

reached a compromise on January 2, 1947.

So in a wink of an eye a revolution had happened. The union 

got rid of the old perquisite system where the plantation 

provided "free" housing, water and hospital care in lieu of 

wages. Nisei lunas, once admired by the community were now 

shunned by the workers and badgered by management.

There would be another strike, a devastating one for both 

parties in 1958, after which the plantations began downsizing 

more rapidly. There was an explosion of tourism and hotels with 

the invention of the jet engine, which cut the flight from the 

mainland in half. The ILWU organized the hotel workers. It also 

held reunions and trips to the outer islands for its retirees.

Pu'ukoli'i, the plantation camp about a mile mauka of 

Ka'anapali, vanished from West Maui as did Amfac's Frontier mill in Lahaina.
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Thomas Masakatsu Yasueda

Tom was like a brother to me.

His father was like my father, a 1st generation immigrant. His mother 

was like myself, nisei, 2nd generation,  American.

His father came here as a student in 1923. He

attended grammar school and Benson polytechnic High School in 

Portland, Oregon, then U. of Wash, between 1929 and 
31.

His mother, Tomi, was born in Oakland, in 1906. She attended Bellingham 

Spate Normal School for two years and the Univ. of Wash.  

1927 thru 29.

They were married in Bellingham, Wash. in 1931, and Tom was born

Feb. 23, 1932 at Childrens* Hospital in SF. His father gave Tom 

his own Japanese name, Masakatsu, a practice forbidden in Japan. 

Japanese boys cannot used their father’s 1st names. Probably Tom*s 

father had no intention of returning to Japan.

He worked as manager of an Art Good Store here on Grant Ave., 

then as credit manager of International Trading Co. in the city. 

Tomi worked as a clerk-typist at the

the Japanese NYK line. They were both conversant in English and 

Japanese, and they were well-known in the Japanese community.  

Then in 1939 Tom’s father went to work as a clerk for the Japanese

Consulate General on 22 Battery St.  This seemingly insignificant 

move was to change the fate of the family.

After Pearl Harbor, his father and the family were interned with 

the rest of the consulate members at Greenbrier Hotel, White Sulphur 

Springs, W.Va. His mother said, "I went to Va. with my husband 

and two sons in order to keep our family together, and against my 

wishes and desires."
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In Aug. 1942 there was a diplomatic exchange between the SS 

Gripsholm and the SS Asama Maru off the coast of Africa. Tom and 

his family were on that ship, and so was one Gwen Terasaki, an 

American woman from Tenn. married to a Japanese diplomat . 

She later wrote of her experiences in a book called BRIDGE 

TO THE SUN. In it she described Tom’s mother, disguised as a 

nisei woman from another state as American as apple 

pie and ice cream.

Tom remembered the war years in Japan as painful years. 

He was sent to the Japanese schools, and the kids picked on him 

because he was American and big for his age. I imagine his

Japanese wasn’t good either. The Japanese Govt forbad the speaking 

of English. A ’hit’ in a baseball game was broadcast over the 

radio as ’anda’  Japanese for safe hit. Tom forgot most of his 

English.

His father worked as a technician in an airplane factory in Tokyo. 

His mother taught English at the Sacred Heart Convent in Tokyo. 

When the war ended, his father went to work as translator-interpreter 

for the US Army and for the Defense Counsel of the Int’l Military 

Tribunal. His mother worked for the American Red Cross, then the 

US Army as clerk, typist, and translator.

Tom ran away from home and lived for a while off a US Army Camp in 

Tokyo. He would shine shoes, help the mess sergeant, do all kinds 

of chores and errands for the GIs in exchange for food, shelter and 

a chance to relearn his English. He must've picked up a lot of slang. He 

learned what it was like to live like a street urchin, survi/ving 

by his wits and charm.

In May 1947 he entered American School in Tokyo as a 7th grader.
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He was 15 and would’ve been finishing the 9th grade in the states.

In 1952 when he was a senior, his father divorced his mother to 
 

remarry. It was a Japanese-style divorce. He had her name erased from the  

family register. She never recognized it as legal, but she decided to 

return to the Bay Area with her younger son, Bill. "What shall we 

do with Tom?” they said. Tom solved their mutual problem by enlist-

ing in the US Airforce in Tokyo. He served as interpreter in Korea 

and later trained as paratrooper in Ft. Benning, Ga. He was dis- 

charged in 1955, and a year later he contacted tuberculosis. 

He was hospitalized at the VA

Hospital in Livermore, CA.

He recovered after a year and enrolled at UC Berkeley and got a BA 

in Chinese language and art history. A classmate of his described 

him as a brilliant student who shoul’ve gone on into graduate school. 

He was an honor student. Tom, he said, wasted his time telling jokes. 

I got to know Tomwhen he came to work for Customs as an import 

specialist in 1965. He didn’t identify with the nisei and sansei

community, but went winging out there by himself.

I liked him immediately. For one thing his Japanese was so good, I 

could refer any request for translation 

to him.

When Dawn and I were married, we had our reception several weeks later
 

at our home. The next day kthe place was a mess. A ton of dirty dishes

and garbage. Tom showed up unasked early in the morning to help us clean up. He was full 

of gestures like that. He loved good food, enjoyed cooking, 

entertaining, partying, drinking, dancing, clowning. He was a 

little wild at times.
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He settled down a bit when he married Marge. He loved her and 

Kathy and Mark and Martin and Shawn. He seemed to find himself 

as a Special Agent. He enjoyed the work and camaraderie and the 

recognition he got.

When he was reassigned to SF in Aug. 1979, the gravy years were

just ahead. The children were nearly nearly grown, the house had appreciated 

in value, they remodelled their kitchen beautifully.

Then in Aug. 1981 a sore throat, a difficulty in swallowing was 

diagnosed as cancer of the esophagus.

About six months before Tom began reading an 8-volume Japanese novel 

MUSASHI. It’s about a famous samurai who lived in the late 1500’s. 

His father had told him long ago, "Read MUSASHI before you die.” 

His reading accelerated after his illness, When we saw him in 

mid-Feb., he knew he had only a few days. He said with some satis-

faction, "I’ve finished MUSASHI.”

I never met Tom’s late father, but he must’ve instilled into Tom 

the stoicism of the samurai. He certainly needed it and Marge’s 

strength and the love of family and friends to see him through the 

last 18 months.

He became more reflective, he would sit as if meditating in their 

newly-landscaped garden. There was a new intensity as if 

he were savoring every moment.

But through all his pain, he never stopped joking, he never stopped 
 

giving Marge and the kids hell. As Shawn said with a gleam in her eyes, "He’s still feisty."

In the last days he couldn’t talk. Marge was the only one who could 

decipher his wordless requests. Then in one lucid moment, he regained 

his voice and dynamic self and startled Kathy, "Kathy, will you 

get me some coffee?"
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Kathy brought him the coffee, "Do you need anything else?" 

"Yes,” he said, "patience”.

"You never had patience all, your life, how can you have it now?”

Marge said. It cracked him up. 

The slow dying of a loved one makes me aware of my own fragile life.

I weep for myself and hope I have his courage and sense of humor.

In my own life, the conflict between Japanese and American was fought

between father and son, between 1st and 2nd generation. In Tom’s

case the fight raged between father and mother, and within 

Tom himself.

I shall miss his gift for making us laugh, his exuberance and 

generosity, and the other soft serious side he shielded so care- 

fully even from himself.
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milton  mur ay ama was a Customs Import 

Specialist, responsible for determining the 

tariff classification and the dutiable value of 

imported merchandise. He has provided this 

account of his life and career:

“I have always loved words. To get my start in 

Customs, I studied a compilation of 

mimeographed Customs court decisions by 

Joseph Grubach, Deputy Director of Customs 

in Detroit and premier expert on Customs law 

and procedure concerning Classification and 

Valuation of imported merchandise.

“In college, I had been an English major and 

frustrated writer with two unpublished 

manuscripts and a nearly finished third novel. 

After I was promoted to Senior Import 

Specialist, Customs paid enough for my wife 

and me to publish All I Asking for Is My Body.

It was a best seller in Hawaii once readers realized the pidgin in the title was a deliberate 

expression of the language of immigrants. Customs truly enabled me to follow my dream to 

become an author.

“I thought I was finished with novel writing for good, so I immersed myself in my Customs 

work. I helped our lawyers in court and attended wood and plywood seminars in Long Beach 

Oregon, and Washington, D.C. The Import Specialists from the other ports were all 

wordsmiths, precise in their phrasing and so generous. We were a special breed. I felt.

“Since my retirement in 1983, I have written four more novels, published by the University of 

Hawaii Press.” 

Asian Americans in Customs:

Careers in Service

Milton Murayama

SENIOR IMPORT SPECIALIST
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