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SANDRA TANAMACHI’S  STRUGGLE TO REMOVE “JAP” FROM TEXAS STREET SIGN.  THE LITTLE ENGINE THAT COULD.


Lake Jackson, Texas.   One sunny day in 1992, Sandra Tanamachi, departed her home in Beaumont, Texas, with her husband and 18 year old son to have lunch at a popular seafood restaurant in a nearby town of Fannett, located some  80 miles east of Houston.    When they arrived at the Boondocks Restaurant, they found it was on a street named "Jap Road."  Her son, Tim, refused to eat in a restaurant located on a street with that name and Tanamachi and her husband and son drove home with a “cloud of darkness over us.”    Then and there, Tanamachi decided she would undertake the effort to get the derisive street sign removed.     Her struggle began at that point and would culminate 12 years later on July 19, 2004, when the Jefferson County commissioners voted to remove the Jap Road sign.


Tanamachi, a third generation Japanese American, was born and raised in Texas, like many of her relatives.   Her grandparents  immigrated from Japan in the early 1900’s, initially settled in California, and then moved to the Beaumont area in 1921.   She attended college in Colorado, became a teacher, married a fellow named Bruce T. Nakata, who joined the Dupont Company.   In 1971, she accompanied her husband on his assignment to Nashville, TN, then to Wilmington, DE, and Louisville, KY, and, finally, returned in 1988 to Beaumont, where she continued her teaching career.   In 1999, her family moved to Lake Jackson in Texas, where she is presently a teacher at  Stephen F. Austin Elementary School.   

Tanamachi would recall that she felt a sting each time she saw, read or heard about Jap  Road in nearby Fannett.  The sign also brought back memories of her mother’s family being forced out of their home in California, placed in horse stalls, and finally sent to Rohwer, Arkansas, internment camp, which was one of the ten such camps set up in desolate places in America to house 120,000 Japanese Americans from the western states of the United States.


Tanamachi’s efforts started by meeting  residents along Jap Road to request they petition their commissioner for the  removal of the  street sign.  She explained that the word “Jap” was derogatory, derisive and a slur to Japanese Americans.   She said that the word “Jap” to a Japanese American was as insulting as the N-word to an African American.  The residents countered that the road was named nearly a hundred years ago by their forefathers to honor Yasuo Mayumi,  a  Japanese immigrant, who had settled on 1,734 acres of land and introduced rice farming to the area.   Their collective response to Tanamachi’s request was a rejection for  “historical reasons.”


Tanamachi next turned to the Jefferson County Commissioners, who were responsible for the naming of roads and streets name in the county.   They appeared sympathetic, but flatly turned down her request.    She then solicited the help of the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), the League of United Latin Americans Council (LULAC),  the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the 36th  Infantry Division Association,  and the  Japanese American Citizens League (JACL).  

They jointly petitioned the Jefferson County commissioners for a hearing, which was granted on July 12, 1993.    Representatives from these organizations along with Tanamachi and her relatives testified, calling for the removal of the “Jap Road" street sign.  Mr. Marion W. Ferguson, 82, vice president of the 36th Division Veterans Association, composed of former members of a Texas Army unit of World War II fame, said “Japanese Americans do not deserve to be referred to by racially offensive words any more than African Americans or Hispanic Americans deserve to be called by racial epithets.”

 
The commissioners were provided letters of support from President-Elect Bill Clinton,  California Governor Ronald Reagan,  Acting Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights  Division James P. Turner, Congressman Robert T. Matsui, National Japanese American Historical Society,  442nd Veterans Club (Hawaii), and Go For Broke National Veterans Association.  

None of the residents of Jap Road testified.   In spite of this, the commissioners voted 4 to 1 against the name change, the lone vote being cast by Edward Moore, the first African American commissioner to be elected who said that “Jap” was a racial slur and was derogatory.  The other four commissioners argued the word “Jap” was not used as a racial slur when the road was named by Fannett residents.   


Despite this defeat, Tanamachi kept up her efforts alone for the next eight years.  She continued to inform the press, to contact the commissioners, to meet twice more with the residents of Jap Road, and to attempt to get a bill passed in  the Texas  Legislature to ban the use of racial slurs on geographic features.  All her efforts, unfortunately, were to no avail.

 Early in this ordeal, the harassment appeared and then intensified.  Tanamachi began receiving harassing telephone calls all hours of the day and night some of which told her “to return to your country,” her mail box was shot with a high powered BB gun, her life was threatened,  her friends snubbed her,  racial epithets  were shouted at her, some teachers left derogatory notes in her mail box.      

If the intent of the insults and harassment was to get Tanamachi to quit, it had the opposite effect.  These actions, in fact, strengthened and encouraged her.   Her perseverance was sustained by her supportive family and the memory of her uncle, Saburo Tanamachi, a native of Beaumont  and a member of the famous 442nd Regimental Combat Team, a segregated Japanese American combat infantry unit, the most decorated unit in all of U.S. Army history.  Saburo Tanamachi was killed in action in the French Vosges Mountains during rescue by the Japanese Americans of the trapped 1st Battalion, 141st (Alamo) Regiment of the 36th (Texas) Infantry Division.  In one of the most ferocious battles in U.S. Army history, the regiment sustained casualties three times more than the 211 men that were left to be saved.    Grateful Texans made all members of the 100th/442nd honorary citizens of Texas in a proclamation signed by Governor John Connally on October 21, 1963.

Then, in 1999, Thomas Kuwahara,  a native of Hawaii and a helicopter pilot with seven years in the military, living in Louisiana, was driving from the Gulf Coast to San Antonio to visit his relatives.   Along the way, he encountered the Jap Road street sign

in Fannett and could not believe what he had just seen.  He turned his car around to be sure his eyes did not deceive him.   This street sign bothered him all during his visit to Sam Antonio.  

When he returned home, he spent months contacting Texas legislators and Jefferson County officials.   The results were discouraging.  “I felt I was spinning a lot of wheels but was going nowhere,” he ruefully recalled.   In early April 2001, while in Hawaii for a vacation, he happened to mention his encountering of "Jap Road" to a Honolulu Advertiser newspaper reporter.   

In April 2001, Tanamachi, too, was feeling dejected and alone, financially and emotionally drained, and at her lowest point.   As she pondered her next move, she just happened to read the Honolulu Advertiser, dated April 10, 2001, sent by a friend, about Kuwahara and his efforts seeking the removal of the racist street sign.   After a two week search, she located Kuwahara and they joined forces in a common goal.

 Their first priority was to form a small committee.   Tanamachi and Kuwahara invited Sharon Sobie Seymour, a Japanese American civil rights activist and past president of Seattle Japanese American Citizens League (JACL),  Micki  Kawakami of Idaho, who was instrumental in the removal of  the name “Chink’s Peak” in Pocatello, Idaho,  and Dale Minami, a prominent civil rights lawyer from San Francisco to join them.  They formed the Committee to Change “Jap Road" (CCJR).    Tanamachi and Kuwahara engaged Scott Newar, a civil rights attorney of Houston, Texas.  

On December 2, 2003, the CCJR called a press conference to announce that a petition was being sent to the Department of Transportation (DOT) and the Department of Housing Development (HUD).  The petition, signed by the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Japanese American Citizens League (ACL), Organization of Chinese Americans (OCA), LULAC, National Asian Pacific American Legal Consortium, and the Urban League, called for the withholding of federal funds to Fannett unless the street sign, “Jap Road" was removed.  While the petition to DOT and HUD did not produce any significant results, the CCJR  did gain a measure of publicity that proved beneficial.  

Five months later, on May 25, 2004, Commissioner Mark L. Domingue,  whose constituency included Jap Road residents, arranged a meeting between them and Tanamachi’s  group.   While the discussions were friendly, the meeting ended in a stalemate with the residents stating, as before, the road name was to honor rice farmer Mayumi.   When Domingue failed to recommend a court hearing date, Newer and Tanamachi along with ADL’s Jodie Bernstein, talked to Judge Carl R. Griffith, Jr., Chairman of the Commissioners, who then announced that a public hearing will be held on July 19, 2004.  

 From this point, Tanamachi and her CCJR colleagues put all of their effort into preparing for the July 19th hearing.  Their funds exhausted, Tanamachi and her committee members reached into their own pockets as they had done before for what she hoped was the final phase of her 12 year struggle.  

Tanamachi lined up the list of people to testify.    CCJR members, 36th Division Veterans, the National President of OCA, Houston JACL President,  the President of LULAC,   NAACP Houston President, decorated 100th/442nd  veterans, and individuals agreed to testify.   John Tateishi, Executive Director of JACL would testify at the hearing as well as Kelly Kuwayama, a 442nd veteran from Washington D.C., and  Marion Ferguson, former Vice President of the 36th Division veterans.      

To support their testimonies, Tanamachi requested the Japanese American Veterans Association mount a national campaign to get Japanese American veterans and organizations and the Texas 36th Division veterans, including members of the 1st Battalion, 141st Regiment, to send letters  to the Jefferson County Commissioners.    The veterans argued that the word “Jap” is derisive and racist and they fought in WW II,  Korean War, Vietnam War, and Gulf Wars to erase this sort of prejudice.   

The 100th/442nd veterans claimed that Texas conferred on them honorary citizenship status for rescuing one of its battalions that was trapped and doomed for annihilation by the Germans in France in October 1944.   They claimed Texas could now truly show its appreciation by removing the racist word.    JACL mounted a signature campaign that collected over 4,000 names.   

On July 19th, the commissioners' courtroom in Beaumont was packed with about 150 people.  Tanamachi and her 24 testifiers were allowed to speak for three minutes each.   Residents of Jap Road,  backed by other residents of Fannett,  spoke equally as long to retain the name, arguing the word “Jap” is not intended as a  slur, that it was to honor the Japanese rice farmer, and that it should be retained for historical reasons. 


In an unexpected move, a local African American resident of Beaumont, Ms. Loretta Guillory, who had been sitting quietly in the courtroom, approached the microphone.  She movingly described the hurt that ethnically derisive words can inflict, reflecting on her own experience.  She decried the attempt by the Fannett residents to deny any racist connotations and to justify the use of the Jap Road sign as a way of honoring an early Japanese settler, and concluded by stating, "Don't tell me it's raining when you're pi--ing on me."

Then, just before the hearing, a late arriving letter was received from Senator Daniel K. Inouye to Judge Carl F. Griffith.  Judge Griffith agreed letting it be read by Dr. Norvin Parr, a resident of Dallas.  Inouye, in requesting the derogatory street sign be removed, wrote that “Fannett residents named the road to honor a Japanese rice farmer in the genuine spirit of cordiality, … however, time has change the meaning of the word  “Jap” and it now has a derogatory, insulting connotation.   To be called a “Jap”, or to condone the use of the word “Jap”, no matter how innocent, is an affront and insult to an ethnic group.”

After the testimonies were presented, the outcome was by no means certain.  Judge Griffith then asked each commissioner for his comment and vote.

Commissioner Jimmie P. Cokinos remarked that he  was in New York on July 16th and read the New  York Times article on “Jap” Road in Fannett.  He said he was surprised this was no longer a local issue but a national one.  “I  have never been more ashamed of Beaumont” he told the court.  He then voted to remove the road sign.

Commisioner Waymon D. Hallmark said he realized how painful  the word, “Jap,” is to Japanese Americans  and concluded it was time to correct this anomaly.  His vote was to remove the derogatory sign. 

Commisssioner Everette Alfred, the County’s only African American commissioner,  sided with the Japanese Americans saying “I don’t know what a Japanese American goes through every time they hear the word “Jap” but when I hear the N-word, I feel a pierce in my heart.”

Commissioner Domingue, whose constituency included those living on Jap Road, decided to take no position.

Judge Griffith,  in casting his vote to remove the road sign, also remarked that "there are people in this country who think we are a bunch of  racists and that is so, so far from the truth.”

Thus, the nearly four hour hearing ended by a vote of  4 to 1  in favor of the name change.  At Judge Griffith’s request, residents of Jap Road were requested to come up with a new name.   Within two weeks' time, the name they chose was in remembrance of a now defunct restaurant that had started the street renaming battle: Boondocks Road.  The name was accepted by the Commissioners.  Tanamachi noted that, “if they claimed they were really honoring Mayumi as much as they said they were, why did they name it after a defunct restaurant?”  

In assessing her recent victory, Tanamachi remarked that there are four more street names in the United States that her committee is aware of that contain the word “Jap,” one of which is in Vidor, Orange County, TX , located 40 miles from Fannett. Residents there claim the  street is named for the Kishi colony, a farming community founded by Kichmatsu Kishi.  

 Judge Carl K. Thibodeaux, head of Orange Country commissioners, said they have no plans to change the name because 70% of the residents of Jap Lane are not inclined to do so.   There is another Jap Lane in Texas at Orchard, Ft.  Bend County.   There are two other known “Jap” road street signs, one in Tennessee and the other in Pennsylvania.   Just as in Fannett, Tanamachi and her CCJR are determined to seek the removal of each of these highly offensive signposts and renaming of the streets.
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