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FRESNO, Calif. — When 81-year-old Saburo Masada gazes over the 
Fresno County Fairgrounds racetrack from the grandstand, he sees 
ghosts. Not of horses, which he watched gallop around the track as a 
young boy. But of parents and children pressed into makeshift barracks, 
forced to live for months in the grassy middle of the track and the 
nearby horse stables. 

During World War II, the U.S. government forcibly removed thousands 
of Japanese Americans like then 12-year-old Masada and his family 
from their homes because they were deemed dangerous to the United 
States. But before being shipped to permanent internment camps, most 
were rounded up and held for months in temporary “assembly centers” 
in racetracks and fairgrounds, in primitive conditions and under the 
watch of armed guards. 

A new memorial at the Fresno Fairgrounds, where more than 5,300 
Japanese Americans from California’s Central Valley were imprisoned 
for five months, highlights this forgotten part of the Japanese 
internment experience. The memorial will be dedicated Wednesday, 
opening day of the Big Fresno Fair. 

“It’s just a nightmare that we were all living here, not knowing what 
was going to happen, not knowing whether we would ever be allowed 
to go back home,” said Masada, pointing to the grassy patch where 
“his” barrack once stood. 

After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, newspapers and radio stations 
circulated rumors that Japanese Americans were saboteurs and spies. In 
California, where Japanese farmers were considered unwelcome 
competition, the hysteria fanned already present anti-Japanese 
sentiments. 



Thirteen makeshift centers were created in 1942 in California to hold 
110,000-plus detainees, the majority U.S. citizens. Three others opened 
in Arizona, Oregon and Washington. So-called evacuation orders were 
posted on telephone poles and buildings. 

“It was shocking,” said Nancy Suda, 13 at the time, whose family had a 
40-acre farm near Hanford. “We didn’t know how we were going to 
settle everything. We had a farm, crops had just been planted... cotton, 
plums, alfalfa, Muscat grapes.” 

Families worried about the Japanese-born among them, who were 
barred by law from becoming U.S. citizens. They burned or buried 
anything associated with Japan that could be considered un-American: 
records, books, dolls, family photos and heirlooms. With the public 
against them, resignation set it. 

In mid-May, a U.S. Army truck pulled into the Masadas’ 20-acre 
vineyard in Caruthers, 15 miles from Fresno. The family of nine piled 
in, each person allowed to take only two suitcases. They were given a 
camp identification number for their shirts and luggage. 

The family had once enjoyed rides, hot dogs and vegetable displays at 
the fair. 

But when they rode through the gate and into the racetrack, Masada 
saw barbed wire curling around rows of barracks: about 200 hastily 
built wooden shacks, with entire families occupying single rooms. 

Day and night, guards with machine guns patrolled the track. In the 
evenings, the bugle sounded and people scurried inside for bed check. 

Conditions were stark, sometimes unsanitary. For mattresses, each 
person received a canvas sack to fill with hay. Detainees fought 
outbreaks of food poisoning, bed bugs and extreme heat. 

Barrack walls went up to the eves only, limiting private conversations. 
People were fed en mass in mess halls. Restrooms were boards with 
holes, no partitions. Some put bags over their heads while sitting on the 



toilet. The shower was a big room with overhead faucets. 

 

The worst part was anxiety over the future. Detainees were not told 
what would happen to them. 

Despite the hardships, a cooperative spirit surged. Detainees formed 
their own center council, and ran a newspaper, a dentist’s office and 
hospital. Children attended classes under fig trees, with no textbooks. 

They planted vegetables and flowers, screened movies and constructed 
a baseball diamond. Sumo wrestling tournaments, boxing matches and 
piano recitals were held. 

On the 4th of July, they staged a reading of the Gettysburg Address. 

“In Japanese culture, we were taught to say ‘there is nothing you can do 
about it,’ so you have to grin and do the best you can,” Masada said. 
“We buried our emotions and tried to make life as normal as possible.” 

Eventually, the inhabitants were sent by train to the Jerome Relocation 
Center in Arkansas, an internment camp where they would remain for 
nearly three years. 



When they were released, many faced hostility and discrimination. 
Some families had lost their homes, farms and belongings. Most tried 
to go on with their lives. 

Internment became a taboo subject for many, one reason the 
fairgrounds memorial is so important, said members of the volunteers’ 
committee that envisioned, researched and designed the site. The 
committee — which has several non-Japanese members — is part of 
the Central California chapter of the Japanese American Citizens 
League. 

“Many still keep the memories buried. It was such a traumatic 
experience that they just blocked it out,” said Masada, now a retired 
Presbyterian pastor. “And they didn’t want to rock the boat or say 
something bad against their country.” 

The memorial — located at one of the fair gates — contains family 
stories on 10 boards designed like photo albums, framed with wood 
from the center barracks. 

The stories honor the families, but also serve as a warning, said 
committee chair Dale Ikeda. 

“This is an opportunity to teach a lesson in history, where a nation 
failed to follow its core values in equality and justice,” Ikeda said, “and 
to say that even in America mistakes were made and we have to learn 
from those mistakes so that something like this never happens again.” 
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