THE SHAME OF IT ALL
By Stan Sheppard

I lived in the northwest corner of the State of Wyoming as a teenager in the late 1950s. Those years were wonderful. 
 
This was high desert country surrounded by mountains. One nearby mountain was known as Heart Mountain.

I was free to explore; free to own a rifle and hunt big game animals; free to own a shotgun and hunt wild geese, ducks, and upland game birds; free to hike up crystal clear streams and rivers pursuing mountain trout; free to ask young ladies to high school dances; free to participate in high school sports. All these wonderful things were taken for granted.

In the years 1942 through 1945, we had a Japanese internment camp located five miles west of our town in an area known as Heart Mountain.

My wife, Marilyn, was a little girl, 4 years old, when the camp started. Marilyn lived on her parents’ farm that was only a couple miles from the camp. She later recalled she would lie on her bed at night and watch the lights from the camp. She asked once at Christmas, “Does Santa visit the people at the camp?”

Les, my brother-in-law, was a few years older. He recalls that as a boy during those years his grade school basketball team would go out to the camp and play basketball with the Japanese children or Nisei. Les stated the people out there were always polite and friendly. 

The Japanese people were rounded up from the west coast of the United States from Alaska to southern California.  People at Heart Mountain came mostly from San Jose and San Francisco, California. These people were rounded up by the U.S. Military and sent to Bainbridge Island in Washington for processing. They were given just six days to get their affairs in order, including selling property and businesses and anything else they possessed. Needless to say, they lost almost everything. They were allowed to take the clothes on their backs and two suitcases per family. They would layer their clothing so as to take all they could possibly wear. 

Many families were separated for up to six weeks. Each family was assigned a family number and was identified by the family number for the remainder of their internment. They were transported by bus and train to Heart Mountain, Wyoming.

These people were not free, but they were a very industrious people. They worked all day at farming, raising chickens, gathering eggs, fattening pigs, milking cows, and feeding beef steers. When they were not working, they were locked in their housing units. They were fenced in with high barbed wire and watched by armed guards in towers.

The weather was very hot and dry in summer and very cold in winter with temps getting as low as minus 20 degrees.

In my high school years I met the Takeuchi family, who stayed in Wyoming after being freed when the camp closed. Their son and I were on the same high school track team. The mother told me a little bit about camp life. She said the conditions were just okay--very cold in the winter. "We did have modern clothes, washing machines, and clothes dryers,” she said. “The main thing was we were not free,” she said.

I will sum it all up by saying, "THE SHAME OF IT ALL."'  
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