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The author at 16 years old was evacuated with her family to an internment camp for Japanese
Americans, along with 110,000 other people of Japanese ancestry living on the West Coast.
She faced an indefinite sentence behind barbed wire in crowded, primitive camps. She
struggled for survival and dignity, and endured psychological scarring that has lasted a
lifetime.This memoir is told from the heart and mind of a woman now nearly 80 years old who
experienced the challenges and wounds of her internment at a crucial point in her development
as a young adult. She brings passion and spirit to her story. Like "The Diary of Anne Frank," this
memoir superbly captures the emotional and psychological essence of what it was like to grow
up in the midst of this profound dislocation and injustice in the U.S. Few other books on this
subject come close to the emotional power and moral significance of this memoir.In the end,the
reader is buoyed by what Mary learns from her experiences and what she is able to do with her
life. In 2005 she becomes one more Nissei who breaks her silence.

About the AuthorEleanora Fagan, who later took the name Billie Holiday, was born April 7, 1915,
and died when she was just forty-four, on July 17, 1959.Coauthor William Dufty (1916–2002)
was a music enthusiast, freelance writer for the New York Post, and Gloria Swanson’s last
husband.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Chapter 1Some Other
SpringMom and Pop were just a couple of kids when they got married. He was eighteen, she
was sixteen, and I was three.Mom was working as a maid with a white family. When they found
out she was going to have a baby they just threw her out. Pop's family just about had a fit, too,
when they heard about it. They were real society folks and they never heard of things like that
going on in their part of East Baltimore.But both kids were poor. And when you're poor, you grow
up fast.It's a wonder my mother didn't end up in the workhouse and me as a foundling. But Sadie
Fagan loved me from the time I was just a swift kick in the ribs while she scrubbed floors. She
went to the hospital and made a deal with the head woman there. She told them she'd scrub
floors and wait on the other bitches laying up there to have their kids so she could pay her way
and mine. And she did. Mom was thirteen that Wednesday, April 7, 1915, in Baltimore when I
was born.By the time she worked her way out of hock in the hospital and took me home to her
folks, I was so big and smart I could sit up in a carriage. Pop was doing what all the boys did
then--peddling papers, running errands, going to school. One day he came along by my
carriage, picked me up and started playing with me. His mother saw him and came hollering.
She dragged at him and said, "Clarence, stop playing with that baby. Everybody is going to think
it's yours.""But, Mother, it is mine," he'd tell her. When he talked back to his mother like this she
would really have a fit. He was still only fifteen and in short pants. He wanted to be a musician
and used to take lessons on the trumpet. It was almost three years before he got long pants for



the wedding.After they were married awhile we moved into a little old house on Durham Street in
Baltimore. Mom had worked as a maid up North in New York and Philly. She'd seen all the rich
people with their gas and electric lights and she decided she had to have them too. So she
saved her wages for the day. And when we moved in we were the first family in the neighborhood
to have gas and electricity.It made the neighbors mad, Mom putting in the gas. They said putting
pipes in the ground would bring the rats out. It was true. Baltimore is famous for rats.Pop always
wanted to blow the trumpet but he never got the chance. Before we got one to blow, the Army
grabbed him and shipped him overseas. It was just his luck to be one of the ones to get it from
poison gas over there. It ruined his lungs. I suppose if he'd played piano he'd probably have got
shot in the hand.Getting gassed was the end of his hopes for the trumpet but the beginning of a
successful career on the guitar. He started to learn it when he was in Paris. And it was a good
thing he did. Because it kept him from going to pieces when he got back to Baltimore. He just
had to be a musician. He worked like hell when he got back and eventually got a job with
McKinney's Cotton Pickers. But when he went on the road with that band it was the beginning of
the end of our life as a family. Baltimore got to be just another one-night stand.While Pop was
overseas in the war, Mom had worked in a factory making Army overalls and uniforms. When
Pop hit the road, the war jobs were finished and Mom figured she could do better going off up
North as a maid. She had to leave me with my grandparents, who lived in a poor little old house
with my cousin Ida, her two small children, Henry and Elsie, and my great-grandmother.All of us
were crowded in that little house like fishes. I had to sleep in the same bed with Henry and Elsie,
and Henry used to wet it every night. It made me mad and sometimes I'd get up and sit in a chair
until morning. Then my cousin Ida would come in in the morning, see the bed, accuse me of
wetting it, and start beating me. When she was upset she'd beat me something awful. Not with a
strap, not with a spank on the ass, but with her fists or a whip.She just didn't understand me.
Other kids, when they did something wrong, would lie their way out of it. But if I did anything
wrong I'd come right out and admit it. And she'd have a fit, call me a sinner and tell me I'd never
amount to anything. She never got through telling my mother I was going to bring home a baby
and disgrace the damn family like she did. One time she heard me say "Damn it" and she
thought this was so sinful she tossed a pot of hot starch at me. She missed, though, because I
ducked.She was always finding fault with whatever I did, but she never did pick up on Henry. He
was her son and he could do no wrong. When I got tired of getting beaten because he wet the
bed I got Elsie one night and convinced her we should both sleep on the floor. She was scared. It
was cold and she thought we might freeze."All right," I told her, "so we might freeze. But if we
ain't frozen to death in the morning, the bed'll be wet and we won't be in it."It was and we weren't,
so this time Cousin Ida beat me for being smart with her. "Henry's weak," she said.You couldn't
tell her nothing about Henry, why that boy used to give us girls a terrible time. He even tried to do
what we called "that thing" to us while we were sleeping. Sometimes we would be so tired from
fighting this little angel off all night, we wouldn't wake up in time for school. I used to try to plead
with him because I knew it wouldn't do any good to talk to Cousin Ida."Henry," I'd say to him, "it



ain't so bad with me. I'm only your cousin. But Elsie's your sister, and besides, she's sick."Henry
grew up to be a prize fighter and then a minister. But when he was little I had hell with that
boy.One day we were playing baseball and afterwards I was sitting on the curb. I was scared of
the tiniest bugs, anything that crawled, and Henry knew it. This day he came up to me holding
one of Baltimore's biggest goddamn rats by the tail, swinging it in my face."Don't do that, Henry,"
I begged him."What's the matter, you scared?" he said, grinning and swinging it closer and
closer to me."All girls is scared of rats and bugs," I said.He kept right on swinging. Finally he hit
me in the face with the rat. I took a baseball bat and put him in the Johns Hopkins Hospital.I
don't think my grandma ever understood me either, but she never beat me like Cousin Ida did,
and that was something. My grandpop loved me, though. He was half Irish and named after his
father, Charles Fagan, who was straight from Ireland.The one I really liked best, though, was my
great-grandmother, my grandfather's mother.She really loved me and I was crazy about her. She
had been a slave on a big plantation in Virginia and she used to tell me about it. She had her
own little house in the back of the plantation. Mr. Charles Fagan, the handsome Irish plantation
owner, had his white wife and children in the big house. And he had my great-grandmother out in
back. She had sixteen children by him, and all of them were dead by then except Grandpop.We
used to talk about life. And she used to tell me how it felt to be a slave, to be owned body and
soul by a white man who was the father of her children. She couldn't read or write, but she knew
the Bible by heart from beginning to end and she was always ready to tell me a story from the
Scriptures.She was ninety-six or ninety-seven then and had dropsy. I used to take care of her
every day after school. No one else paid any attention. I'd give her a bath sometimes. And I'd
always bind her legs with fresh cloths and wash the smelly old ones.She'd been sleeping in
chairs for ten years. The doctor had told her she'd die if ever she laid down. But I didn't know.
And once after I'd changed the cloths on her legs and she had told me a story, she begged me
to let her lie down. She said she was tired. I didn't want to let her. But she kept begging and
begging. It was pitiful.Finally I spread a blanket on the floor and helped her stretch out. Then she
asked me to lie down with her because she wanted to tell me another story. I was tired too. I'd
been up early that morning to scrub steps. So I laid down with her. I don't remember the story
she told me because I fell asleep right away.I woke up four or five hours later. Grandma's arm
was still tight around my neck and I couldn't move it. I tried and tried and then I got scared. She
was dead, and I began to scream. The neighbors came running. They had to break Grandma's
arm to get me loose. Then they took me to a hospital. I was there for a month. Suffering from
what they said was shock.When I got home Cousin Ida started right in where she had left off,
beating me. This time it was for letting Grandma out of her chair. The doctor tried to stop her. He
said if she kept it up I'd grow up to be nervous. But she never stopped.I was a woman when I
was sixteen. I was big for my age, with big breasts, big bones, a big fat healthy broad, that's all.
So I started working out then, before school and after, minding babies, running errands, and
scrubbing those damn white steps all over Baltimore.When families in the neighborhood used to
pay me a nickel for scrubbing them down, I decided I had to have more money, so I figured out a



way. I bought me a brush of my own, a bucket, some rags, some Octagon soap, and a big white
bar of that stuff I can't ever forget--Bon Ami.The first time I stood on a white doorstep and asked
this woman for fifteen cents for the job, she like to had a fit. But I explained to her the higher price
came from me bringing my own supplies. She thought I had a damn nerve, I guess, but while she
was thinking it over I said I'd scrub the kitchen or bathroom floor for the same price. That did it. I
had the job.All these bitches were lazy. I knew it and that's where I had them. They didn't care
how filthy their damn houses were inside, as long as those white steps were clean. Sometimes
I'd bring home as much as ninety cents a day. I even made as high as $2.10--that's fourteen
kitchen or bathroom floors and as many sets of steps.When I went into the scrubbing business it
was the end of roller skating, bike riding, and boxing, too. I used to like boxing. In school they
used to teach us girls to box. But I didn't keep it up. Once a girl hit me on the nose and it just
about finished me. I took my gloves off and beat the pants off her. The gym teacher got so sore, I
never went near the school gym again.But whether I was riding a bike or scrubbing somebody's
dirty bathroom floor, I used to love to sing all the time. I liked music. If there was a place where I
could go and hear it, I went.Alice Dean used to keep a whorehouse on the corner nearest our
place, and I used to run errands for her and the girls. I was very commercial in those days. I'd
never go to the store for anybody for less than a nickel or a dime. But I'd run all over for Alice and
the girls, and I'd wash basins, put out the Lifebuoy soap and towels. When it came time to pay
me, I used to tell her she could keep the money if she'd let me come up in her front parlor and
listen to Louis Armstrong and Bessie Smith on her victrola.A victrola was a big deal in those
days, and there weren't any parlors around that had one except Alice's. I spent many a wonderful
hour there listening to Pops and Bessie. I remember Pops' recording of "West End Blues" and
how it used to gas me. It was the first time I ever heard anybody sing without using any words. I
didn't know he was singing whatever came into his head when he forgot the lyrics. Ba-ba-ba-ba-
ba-ba-ba and the rest of it had plenty of meaning for me--just as much meaning as some of the
other words that I didn't always understand. But the meaning used to change, depending on how
I felt. Sometimes the record would make me so sad I'd cry up a storm. Other times the same
damn record would make me so happy I'd forget about how much hard-earned money the
session in the parlor was costing me.But Mom didn't favor her daughter hanging around the
house on the corner. And especially she couldn't understand why I wasn't bringing home any
loot. "I know Eleanora," she used to complain, Eleanora being the name I'd been baptized under,
"and she don't work for nobody for nothing." When Mom found out I was using my hard-earned
money paying rent on Alice's parlor to listen to jazz on the victrola, she nearly had a fit too.I
guess I'm not the only one who heard their first good jazz in a whorehouse. But I never tried to
make anything of it. If I'd heard Louis and Bessie at a Girl Scout jamboree, I'd have loved it just
the same. But a lot of white people first heard jazz in places like Alice Dean's, and they helped
label jazz "whorehouse music."
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Angela Shepherd, “Necessary lesson. History classes in the USA tend to skim over the things
we did wrong. So it’s up to us as individuals to learn what really happened and prevent it from
happening again. Ignorance and hate are rampant. This book is a reminder of why it’s important
to question things, especially when it groups people based on now “protected” statuses.”

sadie n shmoopie, “insightful. beautiful book, must read if you like ww2 history”

Joseph Psotka, “Important addition to insight into inhumanity. Mankind's inhumanity seems
boundless. In recent memory the nazi holocaust of the Jews still seems unparalleled; but the list
is so long as to be incommensurable. Stalin's gulag; the turkish atrocities to the armenians; the
croatian Ustache destruction of serbs at [...]; the serbs' first attempts at ethnic cleansing and
genocide of shwowe at [...] ; the serbs' more recent, efficient and violent ethnic cleansing of
muslims at [...]; going further back, the american genocide of native indians; the spanish
destruction of incas and aztecs; and the historical razing of entire cities and populations:
Carthage and the Babylonian exile. In all of this inhumanity, the imprisonment of Japanese
during WWII is especially egregious because of the amazing openness and egalitarianism of
american society. Yet, given the shock of pearl harbor and the widespread paranoia that
followed, the constitutional safeguards shockingly evaporated. This book does not deal with
political issues. It is a personal story written retrospectively by a 75 year old of her experiences
at 16, The young adult version I read is sweetly written and utterly believable. These are
wonderful, normal people doing their best in devastating situations beyond their control and
destroying all their normal expectations. In caring, emotional detail she gives us an intimate
perspective on these disturbing events. Leaving the comfortable security of her home she
encounters armed soldiers and fears the worst: genocide. Innocent of the world's worst
atrocities, nevertheless these fears never subside. She is caught in a nighttime searchlight and
freezes; fears that she is really guilty of some crime and deserves imprisonment. This guilt it
seems never quite leaves her. Later she is attacked by a barber who bodily threatens her.
Surely, this leaves a lasting mark, and she avoids speaking about the psychological
consequences even 60 years later. She is grateful to harness her need to prove herself innocent
by becoming a nurse. Her parents return to their farm after the war ends with the destruction of
nagasaki and hiroshima. You cannot imagine their feelings about that overwhelming mass
destruction of humanity, to whom they hold kinship. A late reading of a letter in the book only
hints at the dark, complex intertwining of emotions sprouting like a dark flower then. The writer
is content to hint at the emotions. One needs a poet to capture these feelings, not
autobiographical prose; and her decision seems wise, especially treading a fine line not to
arouse latent anti-japanese hostilities. After all, at the time of the imprisonment Japanese
americans were not allowed to own land: so much for equality for all. How many americans still



feel some unease about all this? Sweetly the book ends with satisfaction by all involved, and a
degree of vindication. The civil liberties act signed by president reagan acknowledged these
autochthonous times and offered a token of remuneration. It is better than nothing; and only
important if it confirms: never again. I want to thank the author personally for this very
meaningful story. The trauma of these events is made palpable and poignantly shareable. She
has made those other atrocities more understandable. She has provided a perch from which to
begin to ponder how it felt to be muslim at srbrenica, or a shwob in gakowa, or a jew in warsaw.
Thank you.”

monkuboy, “Excellent Account of a Trying Time. I agree completely with Cindy Lee's July 12
review of this book. I am also a sansei (3rd generation Japanese-American), and have heard
only bits and pieces of my parents experience in the internment camp. The other bits and pieces
I heard about these camps when in school were that they were for the "protection" of the
Japanese who had migrated to this country and that it was a "good" thing.Even though this
happened back in the 1940's, it was very frustrating and angering for me to read the account of
how people of Japanese ancestry were deprived of all their rights just because of that ancestry,
and also because they could be more easily identified by their physical appearance than the
German or Italian people. You can see the same situation brewing now with people of Middle-
Eastern descent.Ms. Gruenewald puts us right in the scene with her and her family as they
undergo evacuation to the camps, and make do the best they can when they are forced to live
there for several years.I would also like to say that I felt the author tried to be objective in her
writings. Her feelings are expressed very well, but she does not let it degenerate into a black
and white, one side is all good and the other side is all bad portrayal. There are good and bad
guys on both sides, and she also does a good job of pointing out the conflicts within the
internees as far as loyalties. This was a very difficult time for everyone and decisions were not
easily made. Ms. Gruenewald gets that across in her narrative. She does not try to incite the
readers by making anything overly dramatic, she simply tells what she saw and experienced,
along with how she felt about it, and I am appreciative of her account. Very well done.On a side
note: there is a reference to her website at the end of the book, but beware - it has been
identified as a site that downloads viruses onto your computer. This was announced to me by
my Firefox browser, which then allowed me to skip the page. Internet Explorer, which is not so
secure, allowed me to visit the site at which time my anti-virus software warned me that the site
was attempting to download viruses onto my computer, and it blocked them. Hopefully the
author can get this remedied because I would like to visit the site and see what else she has to
say.”
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