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JAPANESE LATIN AMERICANS 
&_

THE HOSTAGE EXCHANGE PROGRAM DURING WWII

Q: WHAT COUNTRIES WERE INVOLVED IN THE HOSTAGE EXCHANGE
PROGRAM?

A: THE UNITED STATES AND 13 LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES
The United States government initiated and 

orchestrated the exchange program, assuming all expenses 
and responsibility. The Department of State was responsible 
for the deportations from Latin American countries and the 
exchanges with Japan. The Department of Justice was 
responsible for interning Japanese Latin Americans in the 
United States.

13 Latin American countries cooperated with the 
exchange program by apprehending, detaining and deporting 
citizens and permanent residents of Japanese ancestry: 
Bolivia, Columbia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, 
El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Panama and Peru.

Q: HOW MANY JAPANESE LATIN AMERICANS WERE APPREHENDED,
DEPORTED TO & INTERNED IN THE UNITED STATES?

A: 2264 JAPANESE LATIN AMERICANS + 68 BABIES BORN DURING
INTERNMENT
2264 men, women & children of Japanese ancestry, citizens & 

permanent residents of 13 Latin American countries)

At least 331 men were also interned at the U.S. military 
base in Panama (some being forced to perform hard 
labor) before being sent to internment camps in the 
U.S .

68 babies were born in Crystal City Internment Camp, Texas 
between 1942 and 1947.

? persons died while in custody between 12/41 and 2/27/48 
(when Crystal City Internment Camp officially closed).



HOW MANY JAPANESE LATIN AMERICANS WERE EXCHANGED DURING 
WWII?
APPROXIMATELY 865 JAPANESE LATIN AMERICANS WERE EXCHANGED
There were two exchanges during WWII, involving Japanese 
nationals who were permanent residents of Latin American 
countries as well as Latin American citizens of Japanese 
ancestry. The first exchange ship left New York on 6/18/42 
(with 128 Japanese Latin American internees) and picked up 
additional persons in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The second 
exchange ship left New York in 9/43 (with 737 Japanese 
Latin American internees).

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE JAPANESE LATIN AMERICANS WHO WERE 
STILL INTERNED AT THE END OF WWII?
112 Japanese Bolivians, Costa Ricans and Ecuadorians are 
assumed to have been deported to Japan at the end of WWII

945+ Japanese Peruvians were deported to Japan at the end 
of WWII

365 Japanese Peruvians remained in the US to fight for the 
suspension of deportation, with hopes of returning to their 
homes in Peru. Of these, about 300 Japanese Peruvians were 
able to resolve their "illegal alien" status in the 1950s 
and eventually become US permanent residents or naturalized 
citizens.

Eventually, about 100 Japanese Peruvians were able to 
return to Peru.
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1998] Crossing the Border

>and it illustrates the connection between foreign policy and domestic 
policy— specifically, that disregard for human rights in our foreign policy 
both reflects and perpetuates discrimination inside the United States.

*119 The evacuation and imprisonment of approximately 120,000 
Japanese Americans60 from the West Coast during World War II is a now- 
familiar story of racism against a domestic minority.61 But until 1996 when 
Mochizuki v. United States,62 a class action requesting redress for the 
incarceration of Japanese Latin Americans, was filed in federal district 
court, few people knew that the U.S. government, in collaboration with 
various Latin American governments, also kidnapped, transported, 
incarcerated, and held hostage over 2,000 Japanese Latin Americans. 
Because the bulk of these people were Japanese Peruvians, this section 
focuses on their story.63

60. Two thirds of this number were second generation Japanese Americans who were 
American citizens by birth. See RONALD T a k a k i, STRANGERS FROM A DIFFERENT SHORE 15 
(1989). Because the racial restrictions imposed by the Naturalization Act of 1790 (limiting 
naturalization to "free white persons" and, after passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, 
adding persons of African descent) were not fully removed until the Naturalization Act of 
1952, the first generation Japanese immigrants were not eligible to become U.S. citizens. See 
Ia n  F. H a n e y  L o p e z , W h it e  b y  L a w : Th e  L e g a l  C o n s t r u c t io n  o f  R a c e  l (1996).
Nonetheless, they were in the United States as permanent residents, committed to staying 
here and raising their children as Americans. Therefore, I use the term "Japanese American" 
to encompass this entire community, regardless of citizenship.

61. See Korematsu v. United States, 323 U.S. 214 (1944), conviction vacated 584 F. Supp. 1406 
(N.D. Cal. 1984); Hirabayashi v. United States, 320 U.S. 81 (1943), conviction vacated 828 F.2d 
591 (9th Cir. 1987). For a description of U.S. treatment of Japanese Americans, see generally 
C o m m issio n  o n  W a r t im e  Re l o c a t io n  & In t e r n m e n t  o f  C iv ilia n s , P e r s o n a l  Ju stic e  
D e n ie d  (1982); P et e r  Ir o n s , Ju stic e  a t  W a r : T fie  St o r y  o f  t h e  Ja p a n e s e  A m e r ic a n  
In t e r n m e n t  C a ses  (1983) [hereinafter Ju stic e  a t  W a r ]; Ja p a n e s e  A m e r ic a n s : F r o m  
R el o c a t io n  to  R ed r e ss  (Roger Daniels et al. eds., 1991); Ju stic e  D e l a y e d : T h e  R ec o r d  o f  
t h e  Ja p a n e s e  A m e r ic a n  In t e r n m e n t  C a ses  (Peter Irons ed., 1989) [hereinafter Ju stic e  
D e l a y e d ]; M ic h i N is h iu r a  W e g l y n , Y e a r s  o f  In f a m y : T h e  U n t o l d  St o r y  o f  A m e r ic a 's 
C o n c e n t r a t io n  C a m ps  (1996); Neil Gotanda, "Other Non-Whites” in American Legal History: A 
Review o f Justice at War, 85 COLUM. L. REV. 1186 (1985) (reviewing PETER IRONS, JUSTICE AT 
W a r  (1983)); Eugene V. Rostow, The Japanese-American Cases-A Disaster, 55 Yale L. J. 489 
(1945); and Eric K. Yamamoto, Korematsu Revisited—Correcting the Injustice of Extraordinary 
Government Excess and Lax Judicial Review: Time for a Better Accommodation of National Security 
Concerns and Civil Liberties, 26 SANTA CLARA L. R e v . 1 (1986).

£ 62. Mochizuki v. United States, No. 96-5986 (C.D. Cal., filed Aug. 27,1996). On July 12,
1998, the U.S. Justice Department announced that it had reached a settlement with the 
plaintiffs. The settlement consists of a brief letter of regret from President Clinton and an 
agreement to pay each surviving Japanese Latin American internee $5,000 out of funds 
allocated under the 1988 Civil Liberties Act after all Japanese American claimants have been 
paid. Not only is this amount significantly less than the $20,000 paid to each Japanese 
American internee, but the claims of Japanese Latin American internees are expected to 
exceed the available funds. A hearing to finalize the settlement is scheduled for November, 
1998. See Aurelio Rojas, U.S. Offers Internees Apology, S.F. CHRON., June 13,1998, at Al; Lena H. 
Sun, U.S. Apologizes for Internment, W a s h . P o st , June 13,1998, at A04.

63. See generally Jo h n  E m m er so n , Th e  Ja p a n e s e  T h r e a d  125-49 (1978) (describing the 
treatment of Japanese Peruvians); C. H a r v e y  G a r d in e r , P a w n s  in  a  T r ia n g l e  o f  H a t e : T h e  
P e r u v ia n  Ja p a n e s e  a n d  t h e  U n it e d  St a tes  (1981) (same); W e g l y n , supra note 61, at 54-66 
(describing treatment of Japanese Latin-Americans).
There were Japanese Latin Americans taken from numerous other countries as well, but by far 
the largest number came from Peru. See WEGLYN, supra note 61, at 60  (eighty percent of the 
Latin-American Japanese deportees were from Peru); see also G a r d i n e r ,  supra note 6 3 , at 134,
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