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‘Nisel’ unit
fought with
distinction
Japanese-American Gls
recount stories of war

By TRACY L. BARNETT
Sentinel staff writer

WATSONVILLE —
Tom Goto he’s. a hero. :
. Long ago, he gave away the official recog-
nition of his bravery: a Purple Heart.

He’s not one to tell war stories, After 50
years, he still shakes his head quietly and
says, “I don’t need to remember those
things. I'd rather forget.”

Left for dead with a belly full of shrapnel

Nobody has to tell
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in the Vosges Mountains of France, Goto
says it’s enough to just be alive. The self:
effacing silence of Goto and his companions
of the “Go For Broke” 100th/442nd Regimen-
tal Combat Team kept a generation of Japa-
nese-American heroes in the shadows of
U.S. history for decades. Scores of the for-
mer members of the most-decorated mili-
tary unit in World War II came from Santa
Cruz County, most from Watsonville,
It was members of the 442nd who shot the
lock off the gate at Dachau; they fought

-their way through the Vosges Mountains to

rescue the “Lost Battalion.” They accom:
plished the deadly ambush of Italy’s Gothic
Line, climbing a cliff in silence and total
darkness as some fell to their deaths with-
out uttering so much as a whimper.

Until now, they’ve kept their history fold-
ed away in the closet along with their med- ’
als.: : Courtesy Franz Steid|
Wounded huddle around a forward aid station dur-
ing fighting in France in late 1944 -
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W Santa Cruz County author writes about the ‘Lost
Battalions’ — Page A10 ¢

But the time has come for their story to
be told.

“I think the ice has been broken, and it’s
OK to talk now,” said Terri DeBono, a Mon-
terey filmmaker who just completed a docu-

Please see ‘GO FOR BROKE’ —A10
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‘Go for Broke’

Continued from Page Al

g@e, tary on the 442nd, “Beyond
arbed Wire.” The film will cap off
the Pacifi¢ Rim Film Festival with
a’ Monday screening at the Fox
Theater in Watsonville, followed
by'a reception for the veterans.

“They’re so full of humility, so
self-effacing; they give credit to ev-
eryone ‘else but themselves,” said
DeBono.. ‘“They’ll tell you what
their buddy did, but they won’t tell
you what they did.”

" ‘DeBono-and her partner Steve
Rosen, who directed the film, be-
friended Monterey veteran Yokio
Sumida and his wife, Mollie.

“Yokiofinally said, ‘If we don’t
tell this story, who will?”’

‘We were just amazed at this
story of these small men and what
they were asked to do. They were
put at the head of many of these
battles ‘and were so determined to
prove their loyalty.

“They were fighting like mad-
men. ... I can’t believe we don’t
know this story, that it slipped by
the pages of history.”

' _Some of the men went straight
from the internment camps to the
frontlines. Others, like Santa Cruz
native -Henry Arao and
Watsonville native Yoshio Fujita,
left "their families behind in the
camps-to take on some of the war’s
most “difficult and dangerous as-
signments,

=rArao;who left behind his father,
four ‘brothers and two sisters in
the Poston, Ariz. internment camp,
shrugs off the irony.

'"“We figured we wanted to show
them that we were just as much an

- American as anyone else.”

"Etched into his memory is the
sight of companion Sadao Mina-
mari, who threw himself onto a
grenade to save his squad from al-
most certain death. Arao was only
about 100 feet away at the time.
Minamari received a posthumous
Medal of Honor, America’s highest
military decoration.

..Arao doesn’t like to talk about it,
but his-own Distinguished Service
d Purple Heart are locked

way in a safe-deposit box. He re-

e honor for dashing out
clearing to save the life of
his wounded squad leader during
the fateful rescue of the Lost Bat-
talion.

* As chronicled in the new book
‘“The Lost Battalions: Going For
Broke in the Vosges” by Soquel
resident Franz Steidl, the Alamo
Regiment (so named because of
their San Antonio origin) had been
cut off for six days in the fall of
1944 without food and water in the
heavy forests of the Vosges Moun-
.tains of eastern France. The 442nd
was sent into the rugged terrain to
rescue the surrounded soldiers. A
barrage of machine gun fire and
mortars from the German troops

on the hilltop rained down on the
men, taking them out in droves.

. “The worst was the tree bursts,”
said. Goto, describing the explo-
sions of mortars in the treetops
that rained hot metal and splinters
down on the men. “You can hear it
whistling before it comes down,

marish experience.

The big difference from Viet-
nam, however, was the bitter cold.
Soldiers slept in the snow, were
pelted by rain and impeded by fog
so thick they could barely see their
hands in front of their faces. Sol-
diers suffered from frostbite and
trench foot so severe they could
barely walk; some had to have
their boots cut off when they final-
ly made their way back.

“The daytime sun doesn’t pene-
trate there; it’s dark as hell,” said
Goto. “We said, ‘Go for Broke,” but
there was really no alternative.
There was no place else to go.”

The battalion was left with three
times as many casualties as the
number of men they rescued. More
than 100 were Kkilled in the four-
day charge.

“We were charging uphill all the
time, and they (the Germans) were
just sitting on the hill waiting for
us with machine guns,” said Arao.
“They had the hills loaded with
mines. If you walked in the wrong
spot, you'd get your leg blown off
— and a lot of men did. We actual-
ly didn’t have a chance.”

Arao, who became leader of his
squad of 17 when +his own squad
leader was hit by a mortar burst,
has also been silent about the or-
deal for 50 years. Finally, with a
greiilt deal of urging, he’s begun to
talk.

“I went into that deal with 17
men and only four made it out,” he
said. “It just seems like it wouldn’t
be right to talk too much about it. I
lost a lot of good people, but I was
lucky enough to come home.”

Japanese-American soldiers dur-
ing WWII had to fight two battles:
one against the Nazis, the other
against discrimination. As then-
President Harry S Truman put it,
they won both.

Yoshio Fujita served as a scout
and a communications man during
the war, stringing miles of wire
along the rough terrain to connect
the telephones the troops used. He
.doesn’t talk much about the intern-
ment camp where his family
stayed, sleeping in converted horse
stalls. -

But when he thinks of the unfair
treatment his fellow Japanese-
Americans confronted, his eyes
tear with the rage of-injustice.

The signs were everywhere,
even in his hometown of
Watsonville: “No Japs Allowed.”

He finally decided he couldn’t
take anymore. One day, before he

was shipped overseas, he went into
a restaurant to confront the owner.

“How come you’ve got that sign
up?”’ he demanded of the first per-
son he saw, a waiter.

“Can’t you read? It means what
it says,” retorted the man.

“I can read,” Fujita responded
evenly. “But I'm going to go over
to protect your hide, and you’d bet-
ter take that damned thing down
or you're not going to have any
windows and doors left in this
place. I'm going to tear them all
down.” E

Fujita served in the 522nd Field
Artillery unit of the 442nd, the unit

ones sent ahead, but he heard the
stories. He confronted a well-
dressed Jew on the streets before
-the rescue and asked him how he
came to be free.

“I’'m not like those stupid ones in
the camp who opposed Hitler,”
said the man, as Fujita recalls it. “I
work with the Nazis, and I'm fat
and happy and I smoke good ci-
gars.”

Fujita’s eyes tear again with dis-
belief. “I don’t understand how he
could live with himself,” he said.

The 100th/442nd Regimental
Combat Team was 4,500 strong, but
members received 18,143 individu-
al decorations for bravery, includ-
ing nearly 10,000 Purple Hearts.
Thirty-eight members of the team
came from Santa Cruz County, of a
total of nearly 100 Santa Cruz
County residents who served dur-
ing World War IL

Nearly 20 of them served in mili-
tary intelligence, using their lin-
guistic skills to penetrate enemy
lines, break secret codes, translate
documents and perform a variety
of other tasks. Two were the broth-
ers of retired Watsonville High
School history teacher Mas Hashi-
moto, who served out the war in
the internment camps.

Hashimoto said he has been try-
ing to get local vets to tell their
story for years. He doesn’t mince
words when he speaks of the treat-
ment of the Nisei, the first-genera
tion American-born children of |
Japanese parents, during the war.,
The 442nd was used as cannon fod-
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; J Courtesy Franz Steidl
Some 3,00Q Nisei volunteers assemble for indoctrination
at the lolani Palace on Oahu in March, 1943.

Hashimoto. “At first no one want-
ed the Japanese Americans. Again
and again, they got the dirty jobs.”

Hashimoto tells the story of
Merle’s Marauders, the Nisei
troops who parachuted into the
jungles of Burma. Fourteen Nisei
linguists were among them.

“They were the ones who not on-
ly eaptured Japanese documents
and translated them, they endured
unbelievable casualties; of 2,000
guys, only about 200 survived.
They went through hundreds and
hundreds of miles of jungle and
went beyond what anyone could be
expected to endure.”

His brother, Tadashi Hashimoto,
on detached service to the Marine
Corps, served in the Pacific Islands
and Japan. Serving in the islands
was especially difficult for Japa-
nese-Americans, who were fired on
by both sides: the Japanese, who
saw their American uniforms, and
the Americans, who saw their Jap-
anese features.

“He was good at interrogating
the prisoners, at getting them to
loosen up and talk about their
commanders.and regiment,” said
Hashimoto. “He didn’t wear a hel-
met, because he didn’t want to be
shot by his Marine buddies. And at
night he was to stay in the tent and
come out only in daylight; other-
wise, he’d be shot.”

To DeBono, the men of the 442nd
have marked a unique place in his-
tory.

“These are not war stories; to
me it’s the story of the human spir-

Book chronicles'
effort to save :
Lost Battalions’”
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By TRACY L. BARNETT
Sentinel staff writer

SOQUEL — One might specu-
late that Franz Steidl was born
to write the story of the Nisei
warriors.

Born in the shadow of World
War II, Steidl came into this
world in a Czech hospital that
was shaking under the power of
the bombs.
He was in a
baby buggy
being
strafed by
fighter
planes as
his parents
made their
getaway
from the .
war-torn 5
country. Steidl

He grew up in southern Ger-
many, coming to the states to go
to college at Kent State Univer-
sity in Ohio. His infant brush
with war was to follow him into
adulthood; he served three
years in the U.S. Army as an
infantry officer, one year in
Vietnam.

After the war, he met the
woman who was to become his
wife, Kim Sakamoto, who was
teaching in Los Angeles at the
time. Sakamoto persuaded
Steidl to seek a life of calm in
the Santa Cruz Mountains, in
her native Santa Cruz County.

It was there that Steidl was
inspired to write “Lost Battal-
ions: Going for Broke in the
Vosges, Autumn 1944.”

His father-in-law, nursery-
man Sam Sakamoto, and Saka-
moto’s brother Joe shared their
experiences in the 442nd Regi-
mental Combat Team with
Steidl upon their return from
the 50th anniversary commemo-
ration honoring the veterans in
Hawaii. -

“They were still in the after-
glow of the wonderful affair,
where the Nisei were marched
down the Main Boulevard. It
was all over in the media; Ha-
waiians love their 442nd, be-
cause many of their boys served
in that regiment.”

Steidl was inspired to write
“a small article” on the accom-

. story the way it happened and
" not to exploit them, they shared

S

plishments of the war’s most.
decorated military unit.

“One question begged anoth-
er question, and I ended up at.
the National Archives, at the..
Army War College in Pennsyl- -
vania, at a reunion of the 442nd. -
in Las Vegas, and to Germany,”..
said Steidl. “I wanted to make it
a fully rounded picture, not just -
one side.” ‘

The small article grew to a
four-year project that took him -
to several U.S. cities and to Ger-
many. «

It was there that he discov-
ered a previously unrealized
historical anomaly. Much had .
been made of the “Lost Battal-
ion” of Texan soldiers, rescued
by the Nisei soldiers of the..
442nd from the Vosges Moun-
tains in the late autumn of 1944,
But Steidl discovered that at the
same time, in the same forest, a
German regiment was-trapped
in a similar predicament, and a
similar heroic rescue was per-
formed by German soldiers. |

Steidl was the first to get the
German veterans to tell their
story for publication.

“The fact of the German-lost
battalion was barely known,”
said Steidl. “It was an eyewit-
ness who came forward. And
because I spoke not only Ger-
man but the Bavarian dialect,
they came to trust me. At first
they were very cautious, but
when they realized I had an'in-
terested heart to tell an honest

everything with me.” ¢ 10

Steidl was deeply touched by
the stories he gathered from
both sides of the Allied/Axis di-
vide. And when it was through,
he carried with him the words
written in the book’s epitaph,
the words that are inscribed ‘in
three languages on a monument
in Jebsheim, Germany.

“They are united in death.
May we also be united in
peace.”

“Lost Battalions” may be mail
ordered from Steidl at P.O. Box
782, Capitola, Calif. 95010. The
cost is $23.75, $25 with shipping,
or it may be purchased at th
Capitola Book Cafe. '

it,” she said. “We're talking about
matters of the heart here.”
“Beyond Barbed Wire” will be
shown once, at 7 p.m. Monday
night, at the Fox Theater, Main
Street and Maple Avenue in
Watsonville. Doors open at 6:30.
Parents are encouraged to bring
their children, 11 years and older.
The seating is open except for the

seating reserved for 100th/442nd
and intelligence unit veterans and
their spouses. The showing will be
Jollowed by a 9 p.m. public recep-
tion honoring the veterans, hosted

. by the Watsonville Japanese Ameri:

can Citizens League at the JACL
Kizuka Hall, 150 Blackburn St.;
Watsonville. For more information,
call Mas Hashimoto, 722-6859. ;
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cut off for six days in the fall of
1944 without food and water in the
heavy forests of the Vosges Moun-
tains of eastern France. The 442nd
was sent into the rugged terrain to
rescue the surrounded soldiers. A
barrage of machine gun fire and
mortars from the German troops
on the hilltop rained down on the
men, taking them out in droves.
“The worst was the tree bursts,”
said. Goto, describing the explo-
sions of mortars in the treetops
that rained hot metal and splinters
down on the men. “You can hear it
whistling before it comes down,
but by then it’s too late.”
* The dense growth of the Vosges
forest was legendary, lending a

Vietnam-like quality to the night-

“How come you've got tidat Sipit
up?” he demanded of the first per-
son he saw, a waiter.

“Can’t you read? It means what
it says,” retorted the man.

“I can read,” Fujita responded
evenly. “But 'm going to go over
to protect your hide, and you’d bet-
ter take that damned thing down
or you're not going to have any
windows and doors left in this
place. I'm going to tear them all
down.”

Fujita served in the 522nd Field
Artillery unit of the 442nd, the unit
that opened the gates at Dachau,
freeing the Nazi concentration
camp victims. He never saw the
camp, because he was one of the
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documents and perform a variety
of other tasks. Two were the broth-
ers of retired Watsonville High
School history teacher Mas Hashi-
moto, who served out the war in
the: internment camps. ‘

Hashimoto said he has been try-
ing to get local vets to tell their
story for years. He doesn’t mince
words when he speaks of the treat-
ment of the Nisei, the first-genera-
tion American-born children of
Japanese parents, during the war.
The 442nd was used as cannon fod-
der, he believes, time and time
again being sent into situations
deemed too dangerous for white
soldiers.

“They were expendable,” sai
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loosen up and talk about their
commanders and regiment,” said
Hashimoto. “He didn’t wear a hel-
met, because he didn’t want to be
shot by his Marine buddies. And at
night he was to stay in the tent and
come out only in daylight; other-
wise, he’d be shot.”

To DeBono, the men of the 442nd
have marked a unique place in his-
tory.

“These are not war stories; to
me it’s the story of the human spir-
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it,” she said. “We're talking about
matters of the heart here.”
“Beyond Barbed Wire” will be
shown once, at 7 p.m. Monday
night, at the Fox Theater, Main
Street and Maple Avenue in
Watsonville. Doors open at 6:30.
Parents are encouraged to bring
their children, 11 years and older.

The seating is open except for the,

seating reserved for 100th/442nd
and intelligence unit veterans and
their spouses. The showing will be
followed by a 9 p.m. public recep-
tion honoring the veterans, hosted
by the Watsonville Japanese Ameri-
can Citizens League at the JACL
Kizuka Hall, 150 Blackburn St.,
V,Z%sonville. For more information,
calt Mas Hashimoto, 722-6859.




