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Fanning Springs resident shares experiences from 
being a child of Japanese ancestry in America 
after the invasion of Pearl Harbor 

 

 
Rodger Nogaki prepares to give his lecture. 
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     CEDAR KEY – A 76-year-old Fanning Springs resident 
shared with an audience at Cedar Key Public Library on 
Saturday morning (Feb. 6), aspects of his life, including 
what it was like to be removed from his home as a young 
child in World War II because he had Japanese ancestry. 
     Rodger Nogaki titled his lecture “Gaman -- Growing Up 
American, Enduring the seemingly unbearable with 
patience and dignity.” 
 
Takeo and Tama Nogaki 
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     Using what he learned as family values is how he has 
lived his life. 
     Following are the values noted by his father and mother: 
 
 

 
Nogaki Family Values 
By Takeo and Tama Nogaki 
     1. Be good and caring to your parents, ancestors and family. Show them love, 
respect and support. 
     2. Be respectful of religious beliefs, yours and others. It is valuable to belong to a 
local community church. 
     3. You must have the ability to confront fear, pain, danger, uncertainty and 
intimidation. 
     4. You must have the courage to act properly in the face of popular opposition, 
shame, scandal or discouragement. Pass this attribute on to your siblings, family 
and friends. 
     5. Voluntarily give help to others both in your family, community and country. 
Be respectful of others by giving positive feelings of esteem or deference through 
demonstrated specific actions and personal conduct. 
     6. Honesty is one of the most important virtues of life. One must demonstrate 
integrity, truthfulness, fairness and sincerity. 
     7. Your faithfulness and devotion to others (family, group, country or cause) will 
be a test of your character. 
     8. “Gaman” – Endure the seemingly unbearable with patience and dignity. 
 
     He said that a spirit of “bullyism” can come to be for people who gain wealth and power. As a 
person increases their wealth, they have an opportunity to help others. And looking at his family 
values, he believes it is important for people to help others as the go up in their standings, 
because they will see some of the same people if they happen to lose their status over time. 
     “As I was growing up,” he said, “I saw that we need to reach out and help people. When I was 
younger and small in school, I would be beaten up. As I got older and bigger, I had my brothers 
and others come to me seeking my help to defend them.” 
     His personal story is one of many in his age range and background in time and space, and 
heritage. 
     From a total United States population of about 300,000 Americans of Japanese ancestry in 
1941, almost 120,000 Americans of Japanese ancestry were sent to one of 10 American 
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internment camps in 1942. 
     “We lost our homes, personal property, bank accounts, right to vote and habeas corpus as a 
result of being persons who looked like the enemy,” Nogaki noted. 
     During WWII, Japanese-American volunteers from the 10 American Concentration Camps, 
Hawaii and the rest of the nation went to war to prove to others that they were loyal Americans 
by joining the military, Nogaki wrote. 
     It should be noted that 2,200 South American Japanese were sent to the “American 
concentration camps,” he added. There were 14,500 German and Italian Americans who were 
sent to separate internment camps by the United States government. 
     Internment is the imprisonment or confinement of people, commonly in large groups, 
without trial. 
     Nogaki went through a long period of time where he suffered from racial prejudice, and he 
and others did so with honor and pride as the sacrificed to continue growing up as an American, 
he said. 
     He was born Jan. 3, 1940 to Takeo and Florence Tama Nogaki in Seattle, Wash. 
     His parents had met in Los Angeles at a Japanese American Citizen League National 
Convention in 1938 and married the following year in Los Angeles, before setting up their new 
home in Seattle. 
     Rodger was the first of their five sons. 
     His mother was born and raised in Los Angeles, to a very poor and humble immigrant couple 
from Yokohama, Japan, he said. His paternal grandmother first came to this the United States 
around 1900 and worked odd jobs as a laborer. 
     Rodger’s paternal grandfather first arrived in America in 1880 at the age of 13. He was one of 
nine children from a small village in Miyada, Aichi Ken, Japan. 
     After that grandfather moved to Canada, where he worked in the fisheries, he went to Seattle 
by rowboat around in 1883. 
     “He was a proud, hard-working, honorable, and loyal man,” Rodger Nogaki said. “His first job 
in Seattle was as a short order cook on the waterfront. He owned and operated several 
restaurants in Seattle including one at Seattle’s world fair in 1909.” 
     That grandfather later owned and operated the Brother’s Grocery Market at 14th and Yessler 
Way in Seattle. He and his wife Kuwa Hatano were married in the late 1890s and they had 11 
children. 
     The first four children were daughters and Rodger Nogaki’s father was the first American-
born son. 
     “The family was raised at 10th and Yessler Way until the city took the land in order to build a 
housing project for the low-income residents of the city,” he said. “Some of the cherry trees he 
planted on the property were propagated by cuttings he brought from Japan and the cuttings 
from these trees still bloom to this day. 
     “My mother and father were the last owners and occupants of the family estate until they 
were forced to move by the city,” he said. “This occurred in 1941 before the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor.” 
     Nogaki’s story about growing up as a very young child in an internment camp included a lot 
of information about his family. His story goes on through the post-war period, when he became 
an Eagle Scout and beyond. 
     “All of my family members were practicing Buddhists up to WWII and many of my cousins 
who live on the west coast are still Buddhists today,” he said. 
     They were active in the neighborhood Buddhist Church and the Japanese American Citizens 
League (JACL). His father helped form the National JACL organization, which was a social 
network and a civil rights organization for Americans of Japanese descent. 
     Nogaki said his dad had many of the characteristics of his paternal grandfather. He was a very 
good organizer, intelligent, quick witted, loyal, honorable and bilingual. He loved his family and 
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friends. He was strong-willed and quick to help others. 
~ 

 
Reproduced From the Library of Congress Collections 
~ 
CAMP MINIDOKA 
     Rodger Nogaki’s family was taken from their home in Seattle at gunpoint by the United States 
War Relocation Authority. They sent the family to Hunt, (Jerome County) Idaho. That 
internment camp was opened on Aug. 15, 1942. 
     It had a capacity of 10,000 internees on 68,000 acres. 
     “My first memories of the evacuation actually were of Camp Harmony at the Puyallup Race 
Track in Washington, a temporary assembly center,” Nogaki said. “I remember being very 
excited when we got there and my Dad took me with him to a barn to fill our mattress ticks with 
straw. As I remember they were white with dark blue stripes. I thought this was great that I 
would have the chance to sleep on hay, which I knew horses ate. We were in Area B and slept in 
a horse stall. 
     “That night my mother told me that it was time for bed,” he continued. “‘Take off your coat 
and put on your pajamas and get ready for bed,’ said my mother. That really upset me…I 
clutched my coat and told her ‘No, I go home…to Seattle.’ My mother cried.” 
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     “When we arrived at Camp Minidoka by train around the end of July 1942,” he said, “we were 
greeted by soldiers in uniform with rifles and bayonets. I liked guns and knives and still do 
today. There were a lot of long lines and an entry gate and guard tower. I do not remember the 
soldiers being very friendly and I know that I was tired.” 
     He described the place where he lived then. 
    “It was a big square room in a tarpaper covered wooden barrack building with no insulation,” 
he said. “Wood stairs led up to the door. Inside there was one bare hanging light bulb, wood 
floors with gaps that allowed air and dust to enter and steel framed beds with a mattress on 
each. There was a pot-belly stove inside the room which was very hot when it was burning. 
     “The cold winter winds, snow and sands pelted my face,” he continued. “The tumbleweed and 
the coyotes howling at night scared and mystified me. I also remember the fast flowing cold 
waters of the irrigation creek just outside the camp. The first birthday that I remember was 
when Nesama (my dad’s oldest sister) had ordered a cake for me to be delivered to the gate.” 
     This is one of a series of events that the man endured as a child of Japanese ancestry in 
America at that time. 
     “One of my other aunts took me to the guard at the gate to pick it up,” he said. “The cake 
came in a box and the soldier opened the box. I watched as he took the bayonet out of its 
scabbard and started to cut…hack the cake up. I was so mad because he messed up the cake and 
didn’t just cut himself a piece. 
     “I remember that I became very upset and my aunt grabbed my hand and said – ‘Gaman!’ he 
continued. “I didn’t even get a chance to put a candle on it and blow it out. I was 3 years old. She 
told me that I should say nothing and to hold my head high. In a moment, we will have the cake! 
She smiled.” 
     Nogaki said that the family spoke Japanese in camp. While all of his aunts and uncles (the 
Nisei generation) were fluent in English, they often spoke Japanese among themselves and with 
the elders (Issei’s), who often were not fluent in English, he said. While his first language as a 
child was Japanese, he speaks little, if any, today, he said 
CAMP LIFE 
     Rodger Nogaki’s brother Bryan was born in camp in April of 1943. Their mother became very 
ill shortly after Bryan’s birth. 
     She was tested for tuberculosis, and she was quarantined for three months until her tests 
found no active TB. 
     “I remember going to visit her in the infirmary with my father and younger brother Warren,” 
he said. “We ran through the cold wind and blowing sand from our barracks to the infirmary to 
be with mother. My brother Bryan was being taken care of by my aunt and her husband. They 
had no children and wanted him for their own. Medical services in camp were limited, and my 
mother’s health problems, after Bryan’s birth, were never adequately addressed.” 
     The internment camp covered a lot of area, and while the internees had little freedom there 
was entertainment. 
     “Riding in a truck around the camp with Uncle Tod was so much fun. There was no seat in it 
but it was bumpy and what more could a little kid ask for,” Nogaki said. “The camp used to have 
variety shows called O-Shibai. I remember the lines of actors behind the stage especially the 
men dressed in black. 
     “You were not supposed to see them…What? I can remember being small enough to crawl 
under the stage to the back where I popped out. I would get chased but never caught as the 
grown-ups were too big to get under the stage. There was lots of gomi (dust) under the stage!” 
LEAVING CAMP 
     “My Dad left our family in camp while he went to New York City to look for work in 
November 1943,” he said. “A Maryknoll priest (the Rev. Seraphin  Tibesar) bought him a ticket 
to New York City and gave him a letter of introduction to another priest in the city. 
     “My father had no family, friends or money except for a few dollars provided to him by the 
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priest as he left camp,” he continued. “My father received help from Quakers (Friends) when he 
got to the city. He had a very difficult time finding a job in New York City as the Easterners were 
not exactly happy to receive one who looked like the enemy. 
     Rodger Nogaki’s father finally was offered a job as a bookkeeper for a ladies’ clothing chain 
called R.H. Miller Inc. Ralph Miller, a Jewish businessman, wanted to give this man help after 
Miller found out that he was a survivor of an American Concentration Camp. 
      “It was Feb. 25, 1944,” Nogaki said. “My mother, brothers Warren and Bryan and I received 
our ‘green cards’ with our fingerprints on them and our photo. I gave my card to my mother and 
she gave it back to me before she passed away many years later.” 
~ 

 
Rodger Nogaki’s ‘Green Card’ 
Photo Provided 
~ 
     His mother and her three young sons left the camp by train, which stopped first in Chicago. 
     “I remember that trip as if it were yesterday,” he said. “I’m not sure how my mother carried 
my youngest brother Bryan (10 months old), while Warren (2 ½ years old) was on a leash and I 
was helping by carrying stuff… She had no one helping her and she had some luggage to carry.” 
     In Chicago the family changed trains for their destination, Cincinnati, Ohio. 
     “On this train,” Nogaki said, “was a German POW with three armed soldiers guarding him. 
Warren and I tried to talk to him as he was the only soldier with handcuffs on his wrists, a silver 
chain around his waist and around his ankles. The guards would not let him speak to us but he 
had some caramel candy in a box, which he was allowed to share with us. They were round 
candies with a funny mark (swastika) on them.” 
     Cincinnati was where Rodger’s uncle Ken Matsumoto and aunt Mary lived with their 
daughter, his parents, and aunts Margaret and Kate. 
     They stayed there for about three months, until Rodger’s dad had saved enough money to 
bring them to New York City. 
NEW YORK CITY 
     Rodger’s father went to Cincinnati to help Rodger’s mother on the train trip to New York City. 
     The first few days in New York, the family stayed in a walk-up hotel in Manhattan. There was 
one shared bathroom on each floor. Rodger remembers it had two rooms and lots of bedbugs, 
which kept his parents awake killing them while the three boys slept. 
    Then they moved to a Friends Hostel in Green Point, Brooklyn, where they stayed for about 
three weeks. Rodger’s father found an apartment in New York City, where the family stayed for a 
few months until they moved to New Jersey. 
NEW JERSEY 
     In November of 1944, my Rodger’s father bought a home in a blue-collar community in 
Bergen County, N.J. 
     “Not all communities in North Jersey would even allow Dad to look at a home to buy,” Nogaki 
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said, “but he had made some friends at R.H. Miller that lived in Bergen County and they 
suggested a community that would allow us to purchase a home.” 
     That first home was a two-story stucco house with a full basement, garage and a nice yard 
(front and back). His father commuted by bus to New York where he took a subway train to 
work. By this time he was the warehouse and traffic manager for R.H. Miller. 
     His good friend and business associate “Uncle” Ben Levinson brought the family to their 
beautiful new home by truck with their household belongings. 
     “Interestingly all of our new neighbors lined the street opposite our home in stark silence,” 
Nogaki said. “Not one single person greeted us. 
We were the only Asian family in our community. We spoke only English in our new home. Our 
parents spoke Japanese when they were discussing important things like our behavior.” 
     In time, friendships were formed. 
     “Mrs. Kriegel who lived next door with her husband and son,” he said, “befriended mother. 
She was very nice and mother appreciated her friendship. 
     “On the other side of our house,” he continued, “lived the Carroll family -- Mr. and Mrs. 
Carroll, sons Tom and Bob, and their German Shepherd dog Cheater. We all loved that puppy-
dog. Mr. Carroll’s brother was Cardinal Carroll from St. Louis. He came to the house once on a 

visit.” 
     Rodger Nogaki spoke about a friend who is 
still close. 
 
Rodger Nogaki and his friend Carl 
Meyerhuber, whom he first met in 
1945. 
Photo Provided 
 
     “My first friend was Carl Meyerhuber 
whom I met when his family moved onto the 
block in May 1945,” he said. “Seventy years 
later, he remains my closest personal friend. 
We went to elementary, junior and senior 
high school together. We were Cub Scouts 
and Boy Scouts together. 
     “We played sports together and on the high 
school football team he was the starting right 
tackle, I was the starting right guard and 
Warren was the starting center. I was the 
smallest member of the starting team on 
offense and defense. I hated to lose!” 
SCHOOL DAYS 
     Growing up in New Jersey, Nogaki learned 
more about prejudice. 
     “I was the first Asian in the Bergenfield 
school system,” he said. “Every school that I 
entered required me to prove that I belonged 
there with everyone else. Fellow students 
called me a Jap, Chink, Gook, Slanty eye, etc. 
     “Even teachers would call me a Damn 
Jap,” he continued. “My fifth grade teacher 
slapped me once, calling me a ‘Jap’ and I gave 
him a punch to the gut. End of discussion, he 
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apologized and that was that.” 
     The trip to school was often unpleasant. 
     “I walked to school every day and neighbors would often come out of their homes and tell me 
not to walk on their sidewalk, shout all types of obscenities at me, and spit at me,” he said. “Then 
they would call the principal to complain. They hurt my feelings. But I would not cry or run. I 
never ran away.” 
     Just as there were mean-spirited individuals, there were helpful people too. 
     “The principal was a big man with a booming voice,” Nogaki said. “He would greet me almost 
daily at the front of the school and point me to the office. He was very understanding and told 
me to persevere and not be intimidated by the actions of these ignorant people. I didn’t even 
know what ‘persevere’ or ‘ignorant’ meant. My Principal -- Mr. Arthur Graham, was one great 
man and one that I shall never forget.” 
     Rodger’s father told him to ignore these people who chose to belittle me, close my ears, and 
walk with my head up! “Gaman.” That was really hard to do, he said. 
     “When I would come home all beaten up, dirty, bruised, bloody and late,” Nogaki said, “my 
mother would greet me with silent tears. She always repaired my shirts and pants. 
     “When my friends or brothers were threatened by others, they would often come and say 
‘Rock,’ we need your back up.” 
     Nogaki said they could count on it. 
    He loved the Boy Scouts and had a great scoutmaster -- “Pop” Wolek. Nogaki became one of 
his Eagle Scouts. 
     “The Boy Scouts of America was a wonderful organization, and they (“Pop” Wolek) and 
others, accepted me unconditionally,” he said. “I was a Scout when I played high school football. 
No one ever called me a “wimp” in high school.” 
CO-ED PARTIES 
     “I think that I was an 11th grader before I was ever invited to one of those things,” he said. 
“Parents including those in my family church questioned my mother as to whom Rodger was 
going to date as there were no Japanese girls his age. 
     “I guess this was a nice way of saying ‘He is different and there are only white girls around,” 
he continued. “Well, I was interested in girls but my parents said that I should stick to Nihonjin 
(Japanese) girls. To me a pretty girl is a pretty girl. 
     “In 1954 we moved ‘up town’ to another neighborhood in Bergenfield,” he continued. “About 
a year after my dad passed away (1958), one of our neighbors had a pool party for younger kids 
(my brother Doug’s age, about 10) to celebrate their daughter’s birthday. Every kid in the 
neighborhood was invited except for Doug. 
     “He got in his bathing suit, grabbed his towel and went to the party and was not allowed in,” 
Nogaki said. “He sat on the curb and told me that the mother said he was not invited. ‘Gaman!’ 
It was a hot day and my car needed to be washed, so we washed the car and sprayed each other 
with the hose. We had a great time.” 
COLLEGE 
     Neither of Rodger Nogaki’s parents ever went to college. Both of their families were poor, so 
they had to work. But they wanted their boys to go to college. 
     “My Dad picked the vocation we should prepare for,” Nogaki said. “He demanded a lot from 
me as his oldest son. I was expected to always protect my younger brothers and to make right on 
any of their indiscretions. He expected that I would never do anything to cause embarrassment 
to the family or myself. If I did, he would provide ample parental oversight to insure that it 
would not happen again.” 
     His father died suddenly in the summer of 1958, which was the summer Nogaki started 
college. 
     “I finished college at night in order to help support the family,” he said. “I also saved enough 
money to support the family when I joined the Army Reserves and went on active duty for six 
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months.” 
     Rodger’s youngest brother Randall and Rodger both completed their military obligations as 
non-commissioned officers (sergeant first class E-7). 
     “My brother Warren received a Congressional appointment to the United States Air Force 
Academy as part of the first full strength class to go 4 years at the new academy in Colorado 
Springs. He received his commission at graduation from Gen. Curtis Le May and President John 
F. Kennedy. 
     “Our family is very proud of this Japanese American Samurai,” he said. “Bryan and Doug 
graduated from college before starting their professional careers. Randy earned his college 
diploma while serving in the U.S. Army. Warren and Bryan went on to get their master’s degrees 
and the rest of us settled in with our bachelor’s degrees.” 
MARRIAGE 
     Rodger Nogaki met his wife Jane in a neighboring town at a very popular local pizza parlor. 
She was still in high school and he was going to college at night. 
     They have been married 50 years and have two daughters. They are retired and living in the 
City of Fanning Springs. 
     “I know that we will be together through eternity,” he said. “The interesting thing about our 
lives is that both our families have been living in America since the mid – late 1800s. Her family 
was living in the Cincinnati area when my family came there from Minidoka. Her grandparents 
were from Sweden, Wales and Germany. 
     “We moved to New Jersey in late 1944 and her family moved to the next town about a mile 
from us in 1947, he continued. “We had common friends. My buddy’s (the Whale) mother was 
her Girl Scout leader and I knew many of her school mates. Her uncle is buried in the same 
cemetery about 20 feet from my mother and dad. But we didn’t actually meet and start our 
personal relationship until 1959.” 
CONCLUSION 
      Nogaki concludes that his parents were part of that unbelievable generation of Americans of 
Japanese ancestry, the Nisei - the Quiet Americans. What they endured and how they evolved 
after WWII is something that all Americans new and old should know. 
     He admires that generation and thanks them for their sacrifices individually and as a group. 
They were quiet, proud and dignified, he said. 
     They left an unbelievable legacy of honor and pride. They demonstrated the Japanese 
characteristics of humility, obedience, loyalty, honor and Bushido (the Way of the Warrior). 
They were his role models. 
     “I am proud that I survived the American concentration camp experience,” he said “and pray 
that our government never again repeats the process of Presidential Executive Order 9066.” 
     The war experience caused his parents to move to the East Coast to try to assimilate into the 
greater American population. 
     He has found that his daughters, brothers, cousins and some of his nephews and nieces are 
most comfortable today living and working on the West Coast, where there are a large number 
of Asians. 
     “While they too have experienced some prejudice because of their ethnicity,” he said, “they 
did not have to endure what I experienced being the first on the block.” 
     In high school Nogaki was selected by the principal to participate as part of the school hall 
patrol to ensure that bullying in the school halls and grounds would be curtailed, he said. 
     “The first home that my wife and I lived with our daughters was on Long Island, New York,” 
he said. “There I was asked by the local school to develop and conduct a Judo/Jujutsu program 
for the community children. 
     “In our New Jersey home, I formed a Town Watch program after our association president 
and his family was attacked by a gang on our community property,” he continued. “I confronted 
the local police chief and government about the lack of response to our community needs and 
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helped them to address our community expectations.” 
     Nogaki was elected fire commissioner of the fire district. He served as the chief of our 
community’s volunteer fire department. He was a member of a community group that 
demanded the cleanup of a Superfund Site in the community where he lived, and he served as 
chairman. 
     When the JACL supported a policy to denigrate members of the Japanese-American group 
for being of mixed parentage, he immediately condemned the leadership of the organization for 
allowing this policy. 
     “My background and life experiences have been valuable to me in my career as an 
environmental, health and safety professional where I have been involved with various 
standard-making organizations such as the National Safety Council and the National Fire 
Protection Association,” he said, “where I helped to promote environmental, health and safety 
standards for industry and the public.” 
     Life sacrifices and ability to constantly work to make things better for all are important to 
him. 
     “Where I differ from the Nisei generation of my parents is that I am outspoken when I find 
injustice to family or community,” he said. “I always try to identify the problem and find a way 
to correct it. 
     “I am very strong-willed but willing to negotiate a solution when required,” he continued.  “I 
am proud to be an American. I love our country even with all of its imperfections. ‘Gaman’ - We 
have endured the seemingly unbearable with patience and dignity, which are not signs of 
weakness but that of great strength and honor. In my lifetime, I have benefitted from the life 
lessons bestowed upon me by my parents as noted in the Nogaki Family Values. I trust that you 
will find them a useful guide in making difficult life choices.” 


