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1. NAME OF PROPERTY

Historic Name: Poston Elementary School, Unit 1
Colorado River Relocation Center

Other Name/Site Number:

2. LOCATION

Street & Number: Poston Road 0.4 miles west of Mohave Road Not for publication: N/A
City/Town: Parker Vicinity: X
State: AZ County: La Paz Code: 012 Zip Code: 85371
I

3. CLASSIFICATION

Ownership of Property Category of Property

Private: _ Building(s):

Public-Local: District: X

Public-State: __ Site: _

Public-Federal: Structure: _

Tribal Lands: X Object: o
Number of Resources within Property

Contributing Noncontributing

10 _6 buildings

0 _0 sites

6 _ 9 structures

0 _0 objects

16 15 Total

Number of Contributing Resources Previously Listed in the National Register:_ 0

Name of Related Multiple Property Listing: Japanese Americans in World War 1l Theme Study
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4. STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, | hereby certify
that this ___nomination ___ request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for
registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property __meets __ does not meet the National
Register Criteria.

Signature of Certifying Official Date

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria.

Signature of Commenting or Other Official Date

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

|
5. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION

| hereby certify that this property is:

____Entered in the National Register

____ Determined eligible for the National Register
___ Determined not eligible for the National Register
____Removed from the National Register

____ Other (explain):

Signature of Keeper Date of Action



NPS Form 10-900 USDI/NPS NRHP Registration Form (Rev. 8-86) OMB No. 1024-0018

POSTON ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, UNIT 1 Page 3
United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service National Register of Historic Places Registration Form
|

6. FUNCTION OR USE

Historic: DEFENSE Sub: Military Facility/Relocation Center
EDUCATION Sub: School
AGRICULTURE/SUBSISTENCE Sub: Irrigation Facility

Current: VACANT/NOT IN USE
AGRICULTURE/SUBSISTENCE Sub: Irrigation Facility

|

7. DESCRIPTION

ARCHITECTURAL CLASSIFICATION: Modern Movements

MATERIALS:
Foundation: Concrete
Walls: Adobe, Wood
Roof: Asphalt
Other:
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INTRODUCTION

After President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 on 19 February 1942, more than 120,000
Japanese Americans were removed from their homes and detained in a system of government assembly and
relocation centers. The Colorado River Relocation Center (Poston) in Arizona became the second of ten relocation
facilities to open, was one of the longest operated, and served as the largest of the centers until November 1943.
Uniquely, Poston was the only facility that housed evacuees in three separate camps (Poston I, 11, and I11), and it
contained the largest number of residents who arrived directly from their homes. Located on the Colorado River
Indian Reservation, the center also held a unique position within the relocation system due to its administration by
the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) during 1942 and 1943. That agency’s plans for improvement and management
of the site reflected philosophies and policies developed through its traditional work with Native Americans. It
envisioned employing Japanese American labor in the completion of a long-promised irrigation system that would
turn the valley into a productive agricultural area and in the construction of permanent buildings that would
benefit the reservation’s inhabitants long after the relocation center closed.

The lives of Japanese Americans at the center and the impact of OIA plans on the people and the site are
represented by the remaining historic resources. Within the nominated area is the only standing elementary school
complex within a former relocation center, as well as portions of two irrigation ditches. A Japanese American
architect, Yoshisaku Hirose, designed the school buildings; evacuees drafted the plans and manufactured the
adobe blocks used in their construction, and residents of the center erected the buildings. Japanese American
laborers participated in construction of the irrigation system that provided water for landscaping of living areas,
established agricultural programs, and created recreational facilities. The property is significant under National
Historic Landmark Criterion 1 for its association with nationally significant events identified with and
representative of broad patterns in American history during World War Il and from which an understanding and
appreciation of those patterns may be gained. The property is significant in the areas of politics and government
(The Relocation Decision), ethnic heritage (Japanese American History), and social history (History of Minorities
in the U.S.). The Japanese Americans in World War Il Theme Study recommended the Poston elementary school
area for further study as a potential National Historic Landmark, “assuming its ability to testify to its national
significance survives.”

The nominated portion of the Colorado River Relocation Center encompasses a site within the evacuee living area
known as Poston I, occupied by Japanese Americans during 1942-1945. The nominated area consists of twenty-
two acres of land in extreme western Arizona on the reservation of the Colorado River Indian Tribes (CRIT). The
remote locale is 169 miles south of Las Vegas, 131 miles west of Phoenix, and 229 miles east of Los Angeles. The
site is in La Paz County, southwest of the town of Parker, and lies about 3.5 miles east of the Colorado River,
which forms the state’s border with California (See Figure 1). Alexander H. Leighton described the approach to
the Colorado River Relocation Center from Parker during World War 11:

Just beyond the [Indian] Agency the ground drops suddenly almost to the level of the Colorado
and spreads southward in a widening plain of heat-shimmered green through which the river
flows between deserts and rock mountains. For several miles along the dusty roads, there are
meadows with cattle, or fields for cotton, and on the banks of the irrigation ditches occasional
lofty tamarisk and cottonwoods create shade. Farther on, the wilderness closes in and the road
bumps along between dust-laden mesquite and creosote bushes until at a point 17 miles from
Parker the site of the first evacuee camp [Poston 1] is reached.’

! National Park Service, National Historic Landmarks Survey, Japanese Americans in World War I1: A National Historic
Landmark Theme Study, Draft (Washington, D.C.: National Park Service, February 2005), 60, 65, 90.
Z Alexander H. Leighton, The Governing of Men (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1945), 54-55.
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Located in the northern Sonoran Desert, the annual precipitation at Poston averages less than four inches, the
average daily maximum temperature in the area exceeds one hundred degrees during the summer, and snow and
temperatures in the thirties occur at times in winter. Elevations within the relocation center site vary from 330’
above sea level at the northern end to 313’ at the southern end.

HISTORIC PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

When it opened in 1942, the Colorado River Relocation Center occupied a site encompassing 71,600 acres (See
Figure 2). The tract included land “highly suited” for irrigation as well as land “so highly impregnated with salts
and alkali that cultivation would be difficult.”* Unlike most other war relocation centers that featured a single
developed area, Poston included three separate camps containing housing and other facilities for twenty
thousand evacuees.” Poston I, the first built and farthest unit north, had a capacity of ten thousand evacuees,
while Poston 11 and 111 to the south were planned to house five thousand residents each (See Figures 2 and 3).°
The camps consisted of grids of clustered blocks delineated by streets and separated by undeveloped fire breaks,
some of which contained irrigation ditches. Functional areas within each unit accommodated a variety of
activities, and included evacuee housing, administrative offices, warehouses, sewage and water facilities, garages,
and schools. Irrigated fields and agricultural facilities occupied outlying areas adjoining the camps. A single
barbed wire fence enclosed three sides of the site, and military police controlled access through a checkpoint at
the north end on the road to Parker. Unlike other relocation centers, Poston did not have guard towers. The
facility’s remoteness, location on a dead end road, and the desert terrain were believed sufficient deterrents to
escape.

The Wartime Civil Control Administration (WCCA) erected many of the buildings at Poston before developing
modified theater of operations construction standards in consultation with the Commanding General of the
Western Defense Command and the Office of the Chief of Engineers in June 1942. Generally, relocation center
construction resulted in inexpensive temporary buildings that avoided the use of critical war materials and could
be assembled quickly. The government’s experience at Poston taught it modifications to military Theater of
Operations designs would be necessary for housing families. The construction of later camps incorporated the
lessons learned at Poston. In recognition of the desert climate, later buildings at the center featured double roofs
separated by an air space for insulation against the fierce summer temperatures. As part of its planning for the
postwar use of the center, the Office of Indian Affairs supervised the evacuee design and construction of adobe
school buildings. Thus, the center became the only relocation facility to feature permanent, purpose-built
elementary school buildings.”

Poston |

As the largest unit, Poston | (See Figure 3) included the greatest diversity of building functions, with some
facilities serving the entire center. Aside from the school area, plowed fields and new development have replaced
most of the other areas of the center; on the east side of Mohave Road a half mile east of the school in the former
garage area lies a somewhat modified machine shop, a re-sided paint shop, and five concrete foundations dating to
the relocation era. The west side of Mohave Road contained the most development, including thirty-six evacuee

® Karl Lillquist, Central Washington University, “Imprisoned in the Desert: The Geography of World War 11-Era, Japanese
American Relocation Centers in the Western United States,” September 2007, p. 400,
http://www.cwu.edu/~geograph/faculty/lillquist_files /ja_relocation_cover.html (accessed 8 February 2009).

* U.S. War Department, Headquarters Western Defense Command and the Fourth Army, Office of the Commanding General,
Presidio of San Francisco, Final Report: Japanese Evacuation from the West Coast (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1943), 250.

® Rivers Relocation Center (Gila) in southeastern Arizona contained two separate camp areas.

® Poston 111, the last built unit, was smaller than planned since it never housed the anticipated maximum population.

"U.S. War Department, Japanese Evacuation, 264; Bill Hosokawa, Nisei: The Quiet Americans (New York: William Morrow and
Co., Inc., 1969), 343.
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housing blocks, high school and elementary school blocks (including the nominated resources), an administration
complex, the center’s hospital, and warehouses. The less developed east side of the road encompassed the garage
and motor pool, administrative and personnel housing, and the military police compound. Support and special
function areas on the edges of the camp included a sewage plant, water pumping facility, nursery, poultry farm,
and camouflage net garnishing factory. Fire breaks cut through the camp on north-south and east-west alignments
and separated clusters of blocks. Lateral ditches of the center’s irrigation system extended through two of the fire
breaks and separated the camp into three sections.?

The evacuee housing area represented the largest land use and generally occupied the northern and western area,
away from Mohave Road. Housing blocks, mostly grouped in clusters of four, contained a total of 504 residential
barracks. Each residential block followed the same layout in all three camps: two columns of seven rectangular
evacuee barracks along the eastern and western edges; a rectangular mess hall in the southwest corner; a
rectangular recreation building in the southeast corner; and, aligned between the columns of barracks from north
to south, a men’s lavatory, a women’s lavatory, a laundry building, and an ironing building (Figure 6).° In all three
camps, residents attempted to mitigate the harsh surroundings by planting gardens and trees, digging ponds, and
otherwise landscaping the housing areas and creating parks enjoyed by the entire camp (Figure 11).

Poston I’s elementary school complex contained thirteen buildings: an office, auditorium, library, wood shop,
crafts and supplies building, and eight classrooms. While the longer axes of the office and library were oriented
north-south and that of the auditorium ran east-west, the remainder of the buildings had axes angled twenty
degrees north of true west, producing a west-northwest east-southeast alignment. With the exception of the
auditorium, the one-story buildings featured slightly sloping asphalt roofs, with deep full-width open porches on
the south walls and bands of windows on the north. The auditorium, a double-height building, had a shallow
arched roof, buttresses, and bands of windows at the top of the north and south walls. Evacuees fabricated adobe
bricks for the walls of the school buildings on the site. Production of the 12” X 18” X 4” blocks began in the
summer of 1942, with an estimated 700,000 bricks needed for all of the center’s school buildings. Covered wood
walkways, with square wood posts and plank roofs sheltered sidewalks that connected the buildings, providing
relief from harsh conditions of the site and climate (See Figures 15 through 18). The elementary school complex
still stands and its current appearance is described below. The high school (no longer extant) lay at the western
edge of the housing area and included ten adobe buildings connected by walkways: an office, library, auditorium,
wood shop, supplies and craft building, and classrooms.

The seven-building administration area in Poston | housed the center’s main administrative facilities, including a
post office, relocation office, personnel management office, print shop, office supplies storage, and internal
security and fire protection offices. Buildings in this part of the camp were more substantial than those in the
evacuee housing area, and some had horizontal wood siding rather than tarpaper over sheathing. The interiors of
the more substantial buildings featured wood floors, forced air heating, and bath and toilet facilities inside living
and working quarters. The center’s administrative housing area contained twenty apartments and four laundry
buildings. Personnel housing areas for the center’s non-evacuee workers included shared quarters, small houses, a
laundry, and a latrine. The military police compound at the extreme eastern edge of Poston I included twelve
buildings: an administration building, officers’ quarters, barracks for enlisted men, a mess hall and infirmary,
latrine, sentry building, and guard house.

Covered and enclosed walkways linked the seventeen-building hospital complex that served the entire center. The
250-bed hospital included an administration building; quarters for doctors, nurses, and other staff; a medical
clinic; general wards; an obstetrical ward; an isolation ward; a mess hall; a boiler house; a laundry; a medical

& This discussion is primarily based on a June 1945 map prepared by the U.S. War Relocation Authority, “Poston-Unit | Area,
Exhibit C,” Map, June 1945.
% In Poston 11, the long axis of a residential block was oriented east-west.
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supply building; and a morgue.'® The thirty-eight-building warehouse facility occupied three blocks and contained
buildings for the storage of furniture, stationery, paint, plumbing and electrical supplies, lumber, school supplies,
janitorial supplies, wire, tools, old office records, and evacuee property. Other buildings in the compound included
the construction and maintenance office, box factory, refrigerated warehouse, crematory, and ice storage building
and butcher shop built by evacuees.**

The garage area of Poston | contained the machine shop, motor pool, gasoline station, motor repair shop, and paint
shop. Open storage of scrap iron and construction supplies, a loading ramp, steam cleaning facility, wash rack, and
horse shed and corral were also located here. Other facilities in the vicinity of Poston I included a five-building
camouflage garnishing plant, where evacuee workers aided in the war effort by applying garnish (scraps and strips
of fabric) to camouflage nets. A chicken farm, consisting of several brooder and laying houses, a warehouse, and a
privy, lay northwest of the high school on the west side of the main canal. A pumping plant contained a water
tower, steel tank, pump house, a watchman’s house, and a water well. The camp’s sewage disposal plant had a
pump house, digester, clarifier, and sludge bed. In addition to playing fields, evacuees built recreational facilities,
includinl% a large stage (See Figure 12), a small golf course, and three large swimming pools along the irrigation
ditches.

Poston 11

Poston 11, the second largest of the three units at the Colorado River Relocation Center, lay three miles south of
Poston | and three miles north of Poston 111 (See Figure 4). A 1980s school complex, plowed fields, and postwar
development on the east side of Mohave Road have obliterated the presence of the camp. Nearly all of the
developed area of the camp was on the west side of Mohave Road. The center’s principal irrigation canal passed
by the northwest corner of the camp, a lateral ditch (Lateral A-73-19) flowed along the northern edge, and a
north-south ditch divided the built-up area in half before turning west at the southern edge. Poston Il contained
eighteen residential blocks. While each block followed the same internal layout described earlier for Poston I,
the long axis was oriented east-west instead of north-south, placing the mess hall in the southeast corner and the
recreation hall in the northeast corner.*® The high school/junior high school, with evacuee-built adobe buildings
including an office, library, and ten classrooms, stood at the western edge of the camp. An open recreation area,
including a swimming pool, lay to the east, and evacuee housing areas were built to the northeast and southeast.
The southeast corner of the camp included administration, warehouse, and garage areas. Other facilities included a
camouflage net garnishing plant and a personnel housing area. The sewage facility lay at the southwest corner of
the camp, and poultry and nursery areas were located at the northwest corner.

Poston 111

The last built, smallest, and southernmost of the three units at the Colorado River Relocation Center, Poston 111
lay on the west side of Mohave Road (See Figure 5). Today, a portion of the sewage treatment plant near the
southwest corner of the center still remains; new development on the west side of Mohave Road and plowed fields
erased the rest of the camp. The Main Drain irrigation canal passed about a thousand feet west of the camp.
Poston 111 contained eighteen residential blocks, grouped in three clusters of six blocks each; seventeen of these
blocks were used for evacuee housing. The long axis of each block was oriented north-south, as at Poston I, and
the internal layout of the blocks followed the same pattern as that unit. Recreation halls in the blocks were used
for a variety of community functions. The schools of Poston I11 utilized both evacuee-built adobe buildings and

19 Some sources put the number of beds at 235. Original plans called for a crematory as part of the hospital complex, but evacuee
objections over the possible impact on morale resulted in its placement in the warehouse area.

1 poston Official Daily Information Bulletin, 18 June 1942 [Poston newspapers are available through the Densho Digital Archive,
http://archive.densho.org]; Paul Bailey, City in the Sun: The Japanese Concentration Camp at Poston, Arizona (Los Angeles:
Westernlore Press, 1971), 97-98.

12 Bailey, City in the Sun, 101.

3 This discussion is primarily drawn from a U.S. War Relocation Authority map, “Poston-Unit Il Area, Exhibit E,” June 1945.
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traditional barracks.** The camp’s adobe high school/junior high school included an auditorium, office, library,
four classrooms, and separate buildings for art/home economics, science, and commercial classes. The seven
classroom buildings were sited at an angle from true north, and covered sidewalks connected the buildings. The
camp also contained three administration buildings, a warehouse area with facilities such as a carpenter’s shop
and a cold storage building, and a garage area. Poston I11’s water supply consisted of an elevated water tower,
steel tank, and pump house. North of the water tank was a nursery area, with a poultry farm to the northeast. A
sewage disposal plant functioned in the southwest corner of the camp. An open recreation area, a large
swimming pool, a smaller wading pool, and a stage provided recreational opportunities. A motor pool area and
a camouflage net garnishing plant were also present.

PRESENT PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

As discussed above, Poston consisted of three concentrated areas of development, spaced at a distance of about
three miles apart, along what is today Mohave Road. Unlike some other war relocation center sites, none of the
camps at Poston currently exhibit a grid of roads or a pattern of foundations demarcating their former layout.
Irrigation development during and after World War Il made the Poston area highly productive for agriculture. In
the decades after the war, the removal of buildings, plowing of fields, and overlay of other land uses eradicated
much of the built environment at the three camps. Unlike the rest of the relocation center today, the Poston |
Elementary School is a group of historically-related standing buildings in their original locations.

The nominated area totals twenty-two acres that include the intact and contiguous group of extant resources
associated with the relocation center. The NHL consists of the elementary school site, portions of an irrigation
canal and a ditch, and land between the two. In 1943, evacuees constructed the buildings that comprise the only
extant relocation center elementary school complex and the only school buildings crafted from adobe and
designed by a Japanese American architect at a relocation center.

Contributing/Noncontributing Descriptions and Resource Count
The district includes 31 resources. Current descriptions of the contributing and noncontributing resources are
found below.

Contributing Resources

The nominated property contains 16 (52 percent) contributing resources (See Table 1). The contributing resources
discussed below were associated with the relocation center historically, were constructed within the period of
significance, and retain historic physical integrity.*

Poston School Resources

All of the contributing resources associated with the school are shown on a June 1945 War Relocation Authority
map of Poston I. The walls of the buildings are composed of 12”-wide, 18”-long, and 4”-thick adobe blocks atop
concrete perimeter foundations. The blocks (40 percent adobe and 60 percent sand, plus straw) were fashioned by
evacuees from locally-available materials; exterior walls received a coating of adobe plaster. Evacuees designed
and constructed the buildings and fabricated the adobe blocks.

Classrooms, Wood Shop, and Crafts and Supplies Building General Description. Based on the same plan, these
eight one-story adobe buildings and two remaining foundations have long axes oriented west-northwest east-
southeast, or about twenty degrees north of true west (See Figures 16 through 18 and Photographs 1, 2, and 3). A

1 This discussion is primarily drawn from a U.S. War Relocation Authority map, “Poston-Unit 111 Area, Exhibit F,” June 1945.

15 Resource descriptions are based on fieldwork performed by the authors in September 2008 and November 2010, as well as
fieldwork conducted by National Park Service personnel in March and April 2006, as reported in Jeffrey F. Burton, “Poston
Relocation Center, Historic Resources Inventory,” National Park Service, Western Archeological and Conservation Center, Tucson,
Arizona, June 2006. In some cases, particularly for noncontributing resources, exact years of construction were unavailable;
construction dates are presented as a range of years based on historic maps and other sources.



NPS Form 10-900 USDI/NPS NRHP Registration Form (Rev. 8-86) OMB No. 1024-0018

POSTON ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, UNIT 1 Page 9

United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service National Register of Historic Places Registration Form

1945 War Relocation Authority map (Figure 3) showed the configuration of the nominated area at that time, with
eight classroom buildings arrayed in a column along the eastern edge of the school site and the wood shop and
crafts and supplies building located on the western edge, at the north and south ends, respectively. One classroom
building and the wood shop are no longer extant; their concrete foundations remain. In general, each of the
buildings measures 22’ 3” X 146’ and has a nearly flat roof (one-half inch slope per foot) that projects outward on
the north wall. The buildings originally featured porches extending across the full width of the south walls. The
concrete porch decks are present for all buildings. The remaining porches feature a series of square wood posts
atop concrete blocks, with double posts at each end. Wood ties with shaped ends link posts to the horizontal porch
beam above (See Photograph 13). The south walls generally have four non-original flat arch pedestrian entrance
openings (without doors) and one window. The spaces above the door openings, which originally contained wood
louvers, are filled in. Typically, one window opening is on the south wall. The north walls have multiple, grouped,
metal frame replacement windows with concrete sills in the following pattern: three single two-over-two-light
windows in the center flanked by three eight-over-eight-light windows and five eight-over-eight-light windows at
each end. Much of the window glazing on the north walls is missing or broken, as are some of the metal
frameworks. East and west walls are generally blank. Characteristics and alterations specific to individual
buildings are discussed below.

Classroom (1943, Resource 1, Photograph 2). Resource 1 is the northernmost of the eight classrooms, located near
the northeast corner of the complex. This classroom no longer has its porch, although the concrete porch deck is
still in place. Four entrances and one window opening are present on the south wall. The north wall has the typical
window openings described above but without glazing or metal frameworks. Between the two easternmost
windows on the north wall is a garage door opening; a similar garage door opening is also present on the west
wall. The garage door openings were added after the period of significance.

Classroom (1943, Resource 2, Photographs 4 and 5). This classroom no longer has its porch, although the concrete
porch deck remains. The south wall has three entrances and one window opening (doors and windows are
missing). At the east end of the south wall a portion of the wall and the roof above are no longer present. Part of
the south wall at the west end is partially collapsed. The north wall has the typical window openings described
above but without glazing or metal frameworks.

Classroom (1943, Resource 3). This classroom no longer has its porch, although the concrete porch deck is still in
place. The south wall has four entrances and one window opening (doors and window missing). The typical
window openings are present on the north wall, but without glazing or metal frameworks, except for one two-
over-two-light window.

Classroom (1943, Resource 4). Resource 4 no longer has its porch. The south wall has four entrances and one
window opening (doors and window missing); a portion of wall coating is missing toward the east end of the
building and large sections of the underlying adobe blocks are exposed. The typical window openings are present
on the north wall, but without glazing or metal frameworks.

Classroom concrete foundation (1943, Resource 5, Photograph 7). The concrete foundation remains for Resource
5, a classroom building. Still present is the concrete slab foundation (with a projecting perimeter foundation for
the walls) and the concrete porch deck. The building was in extremely deteriorated condition and near collapse in
2008. A 2009-10 environmental remediation project razed the building.

Classroom (1943, Resource 6, Photographs 1, 6, and 7). This building is one of the more intact classrooms and
retains its original porch. The south wall has one eight-over-eight-light window near the center and four entrances
without doors; the exterior wall coating appears to be slumping off at the west end. The north wall displays the
typical window configuration with glazing present in the western part; the easternmost window opening has no
glazing.
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Classroom (1943, Resource 7). This classroom still has most of its original porch on the south although a section
IS missing at the east end. An eight-over-eight-light window is near the center of the south wall, which also
contains three entrances without doors and one opening with a slab door with a narrow vertical light. The east end
of the building appears to have experienced a fire, and portions of the roof and north wall are missing, including
the easternmost windows on the north wall. The remainder of the north wall has the typical window configuration
and some glazing is still present.

Classroom (1943, Resource 8, Photographs 8, 9, and 10). Resource 8 is the southernmost of the eight classroom
buildings and is relatively intact. The original porch is still present. The south wall has four pedestrian entrances
without doors and a rectangular window opening. The north wall has the typical arrangement of windows with
some glazing still present. Southwest of this building, adjacent to a tree, is a fire hydrant manufactured by the
United States CIP Company, Provo, Utah, with a 1942 year of manufacture.

Wood Shop concrete foundation (1943, Resource 9). The wood shop foundation (See Figure 18) lies near the
northwest corner of the school complex, west of Resources 1 and 2 (classrooms). Still present is the concrete slab
foundation for the interior (with a projecting perimeter foundation for the walls) and the concrete porch deck. A
2009-10 environmental remediation project razed the building.

Crafts and Supplies Building (1943, Resource 10, Photographs 11, 12, and 13). Located near the southwest corner
of the school site, the crafts and supplies building is west of the southernmost classroom (Resource 8). The
building retains most of its original porch, although the western third is missing. The south wall at the west end
has some sections of adobe blocks exposed and some collapsed wall sections. Two double door entrances and two
single door entrances are present on the south wall (all doors are missing). The north wall features the following
fenestration from east to west: paired eight-over-eight-light windows; a single two-over-two-light window; two
sets of paired eight-over-eight-light windows; and two groups of six metal window frames. Much of the glazing
and some of the metal frameworks are missing.

School Office concrete foundation (1943, Resource 11, Photograph 14). The school office (22° 3” X 73’ 3”)
foundation is located on the west edge of the school area, slightly north of its center and northwest of the
auditorium (Resource 13). The long axis of the foundation is oriented north-south. Still present is the concrete slab
foundation for the interior (with a projecting perimeter foundation for the walls) and the concrete porch deck. A
2009-10 environmental remediation project razed the building.

School Library (1943, Resource 12, Photograph 15). The school library is on the west edge of the school area,
slightly south of its center and southwest of the auditorium (Resource 13). The long axis of the one-story adobe
building (22° 3”7 X 73’ 3”) is oriented north-south. The library has a full-width open porch on the west wall. The
west wall has four pedestrian entrances (doors gone) and an eight-over-eight-light window. The east wall has two
sets of eight-over-eight-light windows toward the south end and four two-over-two-light windows toward the
north end. All but one of the windows have security bars. There are no doors or windows on the north or south
walls.

School Auditorium (1943, Resource 13, Photographs 16, 17, and 18 and Figure 15). The auditorium, located in
the west-central part of the school site, experienced a 2001 fire that destroyed its arched roof, frame upper walls
on the east and west, windows and doors, and interior. Measuring 53’ 6” X 106°, the auditorium is twice the
height of other historic buildings at the school complex. The front (west wall) has a central, projecting entrance
bay (7’ X 33’ 3”) with adobe walls and a central entrance. The west wall of the auditorium is taller than the
entrance bay and has buttresses at the north and south ends. The frame second story of the entrance bay is
missing. A dedication plaque at the southwest corner bears the following inscription: “Poston Elementary
School, Unit I, June 1943, Built by the Japanese Residents of Poston” (Photograph 18). The north and south
walls of the auditorium are divided by stepped buttresses with slanted shoulders; openings high on the wall
between the buttresses originally had windows. Portions of the north and south walls have collapsed, and
sections of adobe blocks are exposed (Photograph 17). The rear (east) wall is divided by three buttresses with
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slanted tops, has no entrance, and includes two small openings near ground level at each end. A curving section
of concrete sidewalk is west of the building.

Concrete Sidewalks (1943, Resource 14, Photographs 16 and 19 and Figures 15 and 18). As protection from the
fierce sun, high temperatures, and occasional downpours creating muddy conditions a network of concrete
sidewalks with canopies connected the original school buildings. The main north-south sidewalk extends through
the school site, with the classroom buildings to the east and the auditorium, office, library, wood shop, and crafts
and supplies building to the west. Short sections of sidewalk extend from the main path to the concrete porch
decks of adjacent buildings. Angled sections of sidewalk pass north and south of the auditorium and connect the
main north-south sidewalk to a curving section of sidewalk immediately west of the auditorium. Sidewalk
segments also extend to the school office and library.

A canopy, composed of wood posts with brackets that supported horizontal wood beams, rafters, and wood planks
laid parallel with the orientation of the sidewalk, originally sheltered the sidewalk system. The height of the
canopy was about 8’ 3”. Each post attached to its slightly raised concrete base by anchors made from annealed
wire “incorporated into the concrete, brought up on both sides of the posts from opposite sides, turned down and
stapled.”® While the concrete sidewalks still exist, the canopies are no longer extant. A short section of canopy
north of Resource 12 (the school library), present in 2008, was removed as part of an environmental remediation
project in 2009-10.

Other Resources

Irrigation Ditches. An extensive system of irrigation ditches played an important role in the agricultural
development of the Colorado River Relocation Center. One large north-south lateral ditch (Resource 30) lies about
300’ west of the school area. The ditch is about 15°-wide, is unlined, has sloping banks, and is flanked by narrow
dirt access roads (Photograph 20). At the ditch’s north end is a water diversion structure with curving concrete
abutments, metal gates controlled by wheels, and an extruded metal catwalk (Photograph 21). An oval swimming
area near the center of the ditch segment is no longer extant. Historic maps of the relocation camp show this ditch
ending north of the diversion gate; the ditch now continues northward. A smaller irrigation ditch (Resource 31)
extends across the northern edge of the nominated area. This unlined ditch is about 11’-wide and has sloping
banks (Photograph 22).

Noncontributing Resources

The nominated property contains 15 (48 percent) noncontributing resources (See Table 1). The resources,
including six standing buildings, are classified as noncontributing because they were erected after the period of
significance. Nearly half of the noncontributing resources are unobtrusive concrete building foundations or slabs
for athletics. The noncontributing resources are discussed below.

Cafeteria Building (1955-70, Resource 15, Photograph 23). Located in the east-central part of the site, this roughly
162’ X 97° T-shaped, one-story, front gable roof building has shed projections on the north and south. The roof
and walls are clad with vertical metal ribbed panels, and the foundation is concrete. Some exterior cladding is
missing from the east ends of the north and south walls. The building is noncontributing due to its date of
construction after the period of significance.

Storage Building Foundation (1970-94, Resource 16, Photograph 7). Situated southeast of the cafeteria, this
concrete slab foundation previously held a one-story, rectangular, front gable metal building. The building was
removed as part of a environmental remediation project in 2009-10. The structure is noncontributing due to its
date of construction after the period of significance.

Quonset Hut Foundation (1955-70, Resource 22, Photograph 24). Resource 22, at the northwest corner of the
school site, consists of the foundation of a 40” X 100’ rectangular Quonset hut which burned in 2005. The

16 Charles A. Popkin, “Adobe Has Its Place, Too,” The Nation’s Schools 34(September 1944): 40.
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concrete kneewall foundation has center openings on the east and west. The foundation is noncontributing due to
its date of construction after the period of significance.

Building Foundation (1970-94, Resource 20, Photograph 24). Resource 20 consists of a 15° X 24’ rectangular
raised concrete foundation, with projecting bolts with nuts along the top and an opening on the north. A 2006
National Park Service survey report noted that the superstructure associated with this foundation “recently
burned.” The foundation is noncontributing due to its date of construction after the period of significance.

Building Foundation (1955-70, Resource 21). Resource 21 isa 50" X 115’ rectangular concrete slab foundation,
with an L-shaped concrete area to the west. It lies east of Resource 11. The foundation is noncontributing due to
its date of construction after the period of significance.

Basketball Court (1946-94, Resource 17). This 60” X 100’ rectangular, concrete basketball court no longer has
posts with backboards and hoops; it does have shorter metal poles at the center on the north and south. It is located
between Resources 9 and 11. The basketball court is noncontributing due to its date of construction after the
period of significance.

Basketball Court (1946-94, Resource 18). This 60” X 120’ rectangular, concrete basketball court is located
between Resources 10 and 12. It has posts on the east and west but no backboards or hoops. The basketball court
is noncontributing due to its date of construction outside the period of significance.

Basketball Court/Volleyball (1945-94, Resource 19). This 60" X 120’ rectangular, concrete basketball/volleyball
court has a post with a backboard and hoop at its west end. The basketball court is at the southwest corner of the
school area, south of Resource 10, and is noncontributing due to its date of construction outside the period of
significance.

Sewage Pump House (Post-1945, Resource 23). A small (8" 3” X 12’ 3”) sewage pump house faces west and has a
gable roof with overhanging eaves and exposed rafters, two-over-two-light window openings on the north and
south (no glazing), and walls clad with vertical wood panels. The structure is noncontributing due to its date of
construction outside the period of significance. The structure is located south of the chainlink fence enclosing the
school area and southwest of Resource 19.

Postwar Housing Area. During 1955-70, a housing complex developed in the area between the former school
site on the east and the north-south irrigation ditch on the west. The development included mobile homes and
modular housing placed around a paved road. Most of the resources in this area have been removed, but six
remain: four residences, a concrete block building, and the road. The road (Resource 29) is in the shape of an
inverted U, with its two legs connecting to Poston Road on the south. It is paved with asphalt and is about 23’
wide. Two of the residences (Resources 24 and 25) are located on the east leg of the road facing east, and the
other two (Resources 26 and 27, Photograph 25) are located on the west leg facing west. All of the houses
follow the same design: one-story, side gable roofs with asphalt composition shingles, off-center shed-roof open
porches, boarded up windows, and walls clad with vertical wood paneling. Resource 24 has been substantially
destroyed by fire. Between the two sets of houses is a one-story, L-shaped, painted concrete block building
(Resource 28) with a flat roof and boarded up window and door openings on its east wall. This area is located
outside the chainlink fence enclosing the school area. All of the resources are noncontributing due to their dates of
construction outside the period of significance.

INTEGRITY

The Colorado River Relocation Center school site retains the buildings and structures necessary to convey its
historic significance and strongly exemplifies the relocation center life that evacuees faced from 1942 to 1945.
Postwar government-sponsored programs resulted in some changes to specific features, such as replacement of
windows on the north walls. Some buildings display deterioration due to lack of maintenance, vandalism, and
exposure to the elements. A 2001 fire destroyed the upper frame walls, roof, and interior of the auditorium
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building, although the adobe walls of the building remain. Three contributing buildings (a classroom, wood shop,
and school office) and one noncontributing building (a storage building) were removed during 2009-10 as part of
an environmental remediation project. The concrete foundations remain, reflecting the layout, location, and size of
the missing buildings.

Location

The location of the site, in a desert area of western Arizona, reflects the federal government’s successful effort to
isolate relocated Japanese Americans from the rest of the country’s population during World War I1. Poston’s
location was so remote and the desert locale so forbidding, that guard towers were considered unnecessary and the
center was unfenced on the west. All of the nominated buildings and structures remain in their original locations
within the relocation center.

Design

The original design and layout of the elementary school and its educational function are clearly evident, including
the purposeful orientation of the classroom buildings; locations in relationship to each other; thick adobe walls and
shallow roof slopes; deep, full-width southern porches; and banks of windows on north walls. The climate of
western Arizona, remoteness of the site, wartime material shortages, and utilization of a labor force inexperienced
with major construction influenced the design and construction of the buildings. School design concepts of the late
1930s and early 1940s are reflected in the rows of classrooms with large expanses of windows and covered
walkways.*” The school complex additionally represents the design skill of Japanese-born architect Yoshisaku
Hirose and serves as an example of the impact of evacuees in shaping the site’s built environment. The connecting
system of sidewalks elaborates the relationships between buildings and testifies to challenges of the
environment. Applied ornament at the top of the porch posts reflects the Japanese aesthetic of the designer
(Photograph 13). Most of the postwar resources (concrete slabs and foundations) are unobtrusive.

Setting

After closure of the center in 1945, much of the surrounding area was plowed and used for irrigated agriculture,
fulfilling an original goal of the Office of Indian Affairs for the postwar use of the site. Thus, the road grid
delineating blocks, pattern of concrete foundations, and resource remnants found at other relocation center sites
are not generally present at Poston. However, the Poston | Elementary School site retains its immediate stark,
unirrigated setting and is the only extant example of a standing school complex at any of the relocation centers.
Within the nominated area, ten of the thirteen original adobe buildings are still standing, as well as the historic
concrete sidewalk system. Portions of two irrigation structures developed during the relocation era and later
employed by farmers on the reservation are present. One metal building, three concrete slabs for basketball and
volleyball courts, and four concrete building foundations (all counted as noncontributing resources) reflect the
fulfillment of the original goal of the Office of Indian Affairs for the Colorado River Indian Tribes to utilize the
site for educational purposes after the war. The irrigation system and productive fields adjacent to the school site
reflect an important legacy of the site’s wartime operation and in subtle ways convey the continuing influence
of the evacuees upon the lives of those in the surrounding community today.

Materials

The original materials utilized in construction of the school buildings, including the adobe blocks composed of
ingredients found on the site and produced by the evacuees, are still present. The reluctance of the government to
commit scarce construction materials to such buildings and the resident Native Americans’ use of adobe led to the
decision to employ materials on the site to manufacture adobe blocks for schools at each of the units at Poston.
BIA project construction engineer Charles Popkin wrote that “the whole school area was covered with an
acceptable adobe.”*® The school walls are composed of forty-pound adobe bricks originally covered with adobe

7 Amy F. Ogata, Associate Professor, Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the Decorative Arts, Design, and Culture, email
message to Thomas H. Simmons, 23 February 2009.
18 popkin, “Adobe Has Its Place, Too,” 39.
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clay. In the late 1960s the buildings underwent stabilization through the application of a cement-based exterior
coating over the adobe. The concrete walkway system linking the buildings reflects the difficulty of living on the
site and its climatic conditions, as well as the importance placed on improving access between buildings. Some of
the buildings retain their original porches, which have wood posts and concrete decks. Dirt channels and concrete
headgates of the irrigation structures remain.

Workmanship

Typical construction at relocation camps did not incorporate a high degree of craftsmanship, but was intended as
temporary, low-cost facilities that could be quickly utilized and rapidly removed. This was true at Poston, where
employees of the Del Webb Co. erected many of the original facilities following standardized plans. The school
buildings stand in stark contrast, having been planned for long-term use. Nonetheless, most of the buildings reflect
the simplicity required so persons with relatively little construction experience could erect them. As Popkin noted,
none of the evacuees possessed experience on major construction projects, although some had carpentry ability.
Therefore, “plans were developed on a purely functional basis.”*° The school buildings continue to display a
streamlined solidity and standardization of appearance testifying to their function, location, and era. The large
adobe blocks that make up the walls reflect the labor of hundreds of evacuees who toiled in difficult conditions to
provide an essential component of the construction. That the buildings were well designed and built solidly
resulted in their continued use by the Colorado River Indian Tribes for educational and community purposes until
the 1990s.

Feeling

The Poston | Elementary School represents an intact example of a purpose-built relocation center educational
complex. As the only remaining complex of buildings at the site, only these resources can provide a tangible
link to the important events that took place at this relocation center. Preservation of the complex on its original
site, despite the loss or lack of integrity of other relocation center buildings, provides visitors with an
understanding of many aspects of the lives of Japanese Americans at Poston and the other relocation centers.
The design and appearance of the buildings communicate the sense of pride and importance the evacuees placed
on their construction. The site’s isolation and desert location also convey an understanding of the sense of being
exiled that Japanese Americans experienced. The verdant agricultural fields in the area testify to the importance
of the completion of the irrigation system and subjugation of the land that occurred during the relocation period.

Association

Poston has important associations with the history of the relocation of Japanese Americans during World War I1.
As one of ten relocation centers created by the United States during the war, Poston represents important
associations with the larger themes in America’s governmental/political, ethnic, and social history that shaped the
lives of Japanese Americans and exemplified the dilemma of protecting civil liberties during wartime. The extant
buildings reflect Poston’s unique history as a center operated by the Office of Indian Affairs, which focused on the
construction of permanent schools and irrigation structures by the evacuees that would benefit Native Americans
after the war ended. The site provides a direct link to the historic events of the relocation camp era and is
sufficiently intact to convey an immediate and tangible sense of these associations to visitors. Moreover, the
school buildings offer unique insights into the relocation process as experienced by children.

Integrity of Other Areas at Poston

Poston presents a situation quite different from many of the other World War Il relocation centers. While
buildings at other centers were moved to other locations or razed, their remote locations preserved their wartime
layouts, including road patterns, concrete building foundations, and remnants of evacuee landscaping. At Poston,
postwar rebuilding and extension of the irrigation system made intensive agriculture possible throughout the area
formerly occupied by the three camps and plowing and other agricultural activities destroyed the World War Il

' Popkin, “Adobe Has Its Place, Too,” 40.
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land use pattern. The Poston elementary school complex is striking as an island in this sea of change. A general
discussion of changes to other areas follows.

Poston I. The 1970 USGS map for the area showed the road pattern on the west side of Mohave Road (the main
north-south road through the area) missing, with the elementary school complex the only standing buildings in
that area. On the east side of the road, the administration housing area and a handful of buildings in the garage
area were present, but the military police and personnel housing areas were gone. The sewage treatment plant still
stood in the southwest corner of the former center. Aerial photographs from 1994 through 2009 revealed
additional changes, including removal of the dwellings in the administration housing area and areas of new
development on both sides of Mohave Road. Plowed fields replaced the other components of the camp, including
evacuee housing areas, the high school site, poultry and nursery areas, and hospital area. In the former garage area
on the east side of the road a half mile east of the elementary school, a somewhat modified machine shop, a re-
sided paint shop, and five concrete foundations are found, together with new tanks, water towers, and other
buildings. The elementary school complex at Poston 1 is the only portion of the center with contiguous buildings
still possessing historic physical integrity.

Poston I1. The Poston Il high school area and a part of the road pattern on the east side of Mohave Road still were
shown on the 1970 USGS map; the remaining road layout and architecture are gone. According to Burton, the
tribe erected the La Pera Elementary School in the 1980s and the school’s auditorium, “thought by some to date to
the relocation center, was actually built in 1953. Most of the internee residential area is now farm fields. There are
post-World War 11 industrial developments, housing, and churches along Mohave Road.”?® Aerial photographs
from 1994 through 2009 show La Pera School occupying the former recreation area of the camp, while a sewage
treatment center and the 1953 school auditorium fill the former high school site. Plowed fields have replaced the
other areas of the center, including all of the residential blocks, garage and administration areas, and nursery and
poultry farm. The postwar development on the east side of Mohave Road has obliterated the center’s personnel
housing area. No portion of Poston Il possesses historic physical integrity.

Poston I11. The 1970 USGS map for this area no longer displays the relocation center road pattern nor the adobe
high school buildings, and some new buildings are present on the west side of Mohave Road. Aerial photographs
from 1994 through 2004 show additional new buildings on the west side of the road and former areas of the center
now replaced by plowed fields, including all of the residential blocks; garage and administration areas, the nursery
and poultry farm, the recreation area, and the high school. A portion of the sewage treatment plant near the
southwest corner of the center still remains. No portion of Poston Il possesses historic physical integrity.

0 Burton, Poston Relocation Center, Historic Resources Inventory, 5.
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8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties:
Nationally: X Statewide: _ Locally:

Applicable National
Register Criteria:

Criteria Considerations
(Exceptions):

NHL Criteria:
NHL Criteria Exception:

NHL Theme(s):

Areas of Significance:

Period(s) of Significance:

Significant Dates:
Significant Person(s):
Cultural Affiliation:

Architect/Builder:

Historic Contexts:

AXB CX D__

A_B_C_D_E_F _G__
1
N/A

IV. Shaping the Political Landscape
Subtheme: 6. Military Institutions and Activities

POLITICS/IGOVERNMENT

ETHNIC HERITAGE/Asian, Japanese American
SOCIAL HISTORY

1942-1945

1943

N/A

Ethnic Heritage/Asian, Japanese American
Hirose, Yoshisaku (architect)

Poston Japanese American Evacuees (builders)
Popkin, Charles A. (construction engineer)
VIII. World War Il

D. The Home Front
1. Japanese Americans in World War Il
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SIGNIFICANCE

The Poston Elementary School, Unit 1 is nationally significant as one of ten relocation centers established for
the confinement of Japanese Americans during World War I1. In the aftermath of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor
and the entrance of the United States into the war, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066
on February 19, 1942. Citing “national security” as its justification, this order authorized the U.S. military to
forcibly remove persons of Japanese ancestry from areas designated as military zones on the West Coast. Carried
out in the months following Japan’s attack, these actions reflected wartime hysteria, racist sentiment, and the
military’s professed inability to gauge the loyalty of Japanese Americans to the United States. Poston was one of
two sites in the country designated temporary reception centers in association with the government’s brief
volunteer evacuation program of March 1942. As one of the first two relocation centers to open, Poston became
a testing site for construction techniques and programs that influenced the development and operation of other
centers. Poston was unique in its inclusion of three separate camps, it was the largest center until November
1943, and it received the most persons arriving directly from their homes. On 8 May 1942, the first of 19,392
people passed through its gates, endured a lengthy registration process, and entered the black roofing paper-clad
barracks that would be their homes for the foreseeable future.

The NHL focuses on the elementary school complex of Poston I, the largest of the three camps that composed
the relocation center. As the largest, most intact, and most cohesive collection of buildings remaining on the
site, the Poston | Elementary School is representative of the physical development in the center and is
associated with the significant events in its history. Standing buildings are relatively rare at relocation center
sites. Poston is the only relocation center that retains a complex of elementary school buildings. After
controversy arose over school construction at Colorado’s Granada Relocation Center, the War Relocation
Authority did not build any other elementary school buildings. Only Poston, whose school would fulfill an
important Office of Indian Affairs goal, received authorization to erect such a complex. The schools are notable
for their design by an evacuee architect, composition of blocks of adobe manufactured by Japanese Americans
on the site, and construction by evacuee laborers. Poston historian and former evacuee Ruth Okimoto judged the
completion of fifty-four permanent school buildings at the three units the most important accomplishment of the
OIA at the site. The draft National Historic Landmark theme study, Japanese Americans in World War I,
which examined the historic physical integrity of the country’s ten relocation camps, concluded in regard to
Poston: “Assuming that the elementary school complex at Poston | retains its ability to convey its national
significance, it should be studied for possible NHL designation.”?* Included within the NHL district are
contiguous portions of two irrigation two ditches that represent the historic work of Japanese Americans to
bring irrigation water to the center’s farms and gardens, another OIA initiative.

Poston is nationally significant under NHL Criterion 1 for its association with politics and government (the
Relocation Decision), ethnic heritage (Japanese American History), and social history (History of Minorities in
the U.S.). Its unique combination of buildings, history, and related research materials enhances Poston’s
exceptional significance. It meets the registration requirements specified in the draft National Historic
Landmark Theme Study Japanese Americans in World War 11. Poston represents Property Type 2: “Properties
Associated with Relocation, Relocation Centers and Related Facilities.” The period of significance for Poston
begins in 1942, the year construction started, and ends in 1945, the year the relocation center ceased operations.
The year of completion of the Poston | Elementary School, 1943, is also considered a significant date. Thus far,
six relocation camps have been designated as National Historic Landmarks: Manzanar Relocation Center in
California (1985), Rohwer Relocation Camp Cemetery in Arkansas (1992), Granada (Amache) Relocation
Center in Colorado (2006), Tule Lake Relocation Center in California (2006), Heart Mountain Relocation
Center in Wyoming (2006), and Central Utah (Topaz) Relocation Center in Utah (2007). In addition, the

2! National Park Service, National Historic Landmarks Survey, Japanese Americans in World War I1: A National Historic
Landmark Theme Study, Draft (Washington, D.C.: National Park Service, February 2005), 60.
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Minidoka Relocation Center in Idaho became a National Monument in 2001, and that center and Manzanar are
units of the national park system.

Politics and Government

Poston is significant nationally under NHL Criterion 1 as a place where the nation’s political and governmental
policies stemming from the relocation decision were enacted and directly impacted the lives of American
citizens during World War I1. Poston is associated with the volunteer evacuation program attempted by the
federal government during March 1942 and the subsequent mandatory relocation program. During the voluntary
period, the military acquired isolated sites on the Colorado River Indian Reservation in Arizona and in the
Owens Valley of California to serve as temporary reception centers where large groups of people might camp
during the process of evacuating restricted areas of the West Coast. With the institution of mandatory
evacuation, these locations, popularly known as “Poston” and “Manzanar,” became the first facilities to open as
relocation centers. Thus, their buildings and programs influenced the development of the other centers, as
administrators learned what worked and what required modification. Whereas the Wartime Civil Control
Administration (WCCA) first removed most Japanese Americans from the exclusion zones to one of sixteen
temporary assembly centers before sending them to relocation centers, Poston received the largest number of
evacuees who came directly from their homes.?” In addition, Poston, designed as the largest of the relocation
centers, was the only one with three separate units or camps of development.? Duncan Mills, Poston’s second
project director, summarized this aspect of the importance of Poston’s programs and related improvements: “As
originally conceived, Poston’s operations program was vastly larger than those of the other centers; as executed,
it was still much larger.”**

Poston represents a unique and complex variation in the administrative history of the relocation camps, as
historian Kathryn Leonard observed:

... Poston’s unique role as the only relocation center planned and administered by the Office of
Indian Affairs sets its story apart from that of the other centers. The decisions that surrounded
site selection, camp infrastructure and choice of public work projects would not only affect the
lives of the Japanese Americans who resided there for the duration of the war, but also the lives
of those members of the Colorado River Indian Tribes who grappled with the reality that,
virtually overnight, Arizona’s third most populous city had emerged in their backyard.?

Okimoto supported this view, adding, “What made the Poston Camp unique was the pivotal role the OIA
(known today as the Bureau of Indian Affairs) played in the creation of Poston as well as its daily operation and
management.”%®

The OIA managed Poston for two years under contract to the War Relocation Authority and with the
involvement of the Army, a situation that created serious challenges in determining lines of authority, led to

22 Edward Spicer, Asael T. Hansen, Katherine Luomala, and Marvin K. Opler, Impounded People: Japanese-Americans in the
Relocation Centers (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1946; reprint ed., Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1969), 86.

23 poston was the largest relocation center until November 1943. With the transfer of many people from other centers at that time,
the segregation center of Tule Lake became the largest facility, although Poston continued to have the most people of all the “regular”
centers. War Relocation Authority, The Evacuated People: A Quantitative Description, vol. 3 (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1946; reprint ed., New York: AMS Press, 1975), 18.

2+ Duncan Mills, Project Director Colorado River Relocation Center, “Project Director’s Narrative Report, January 1944 to March
1946, http://content.cdlib.org (accessed 29 January 2009).

% Kathryn Leonard, “Imagining Poston: John Collier, the Office of Indian Affairs, and the Development of Community
Infrastructure at the Colorado River Relocation Center,” Manuscript, 13 December 2006, 1.

% Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 6.
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administrative confusion and contradictory policies, and resulted in evacuee frustration and unrest.”’
Anthropologist Lane Hirabayashi found, in comparison to the other relocation centers, “politics in Poston were
especially complex.”?® As one Native American reflected, the Japanese Americans at Poston lived “on a
reservation within a reservation.”?® The OIA conceived an extensive program of permanent development that
would benefit Native American residents of the reservation after the war’s end and it utilized Japanese
Americans to design and build the complex of adobe schools that constitutes the only remaining group of
educational buildings in their original site associated with the relocation. Under direction of the Indian Agency,
evacuees also participated in the construction of an irrigation system that prepared a previously undeveloped
portion of the reservation for intensive agricultural cultivation by tribal members after the war. In 1944 the
WRA gained administrative authority over Poston, continuing its operations, including the dispersal of evacuees
and shutdown of facilities, until 1945,

Ethnic History

Poston is exceptionally significant in the nation’s ethnic history. More than nineteen thousand Japanese
Americans were confined at Poston for a portion of their lives during 1942-45. The NHL is emblematic of daily
life of Japanese Americans in the relocation camps, including the difficulties involved in living at an isolated
site in a desert climate, the myriad of government programs developed to maintain control and create an
atmosphere of normalcy in the center, and the many ways Japanese Americans adapted their culture and
traditions to the place and situation. In the broadest terms, the history of Poston is similar to that of the other
camps, Yyet the response of its residents to the challenges of the relocation process reflects adaptation to specific
elements such as climate and site, programs, administration, and population. Thus, Poston’s process of self-
government; educational and cultural programs; response to employment, leave, and military service
opportunities; celebrations and holidays; and built environment all provide a significant picture of the relocation
process. As the second relocation camp to open, Poston operated for one of the longest periods of all the
relocation centers, closing on 18 November 1945.

Poston is symbolic of the importance of education in Japanese American culture, even during a period of
extreme disruption of normal life. As one peer reviewer noted, archival materials indicate WRA administrators
solicited advice from OIA experts regarding the content and structure of the camp educational system. That
counsel, along with input from the faculty and graduate students in Stanford University’s School of Education,
“oriented the WRA to the view that Americanism and democracy should be the cornerstones of the camp’s
educational program.” However, initial construction at Poston failed to include any purpose-built classrooms.
The actual impetus to erect school buildings came from the camp residents themselves and symbolized “how
truly profound the Issei’s desire was to have adequate educational facilities for their children.”*® The school
complex represents the work of a Japanese American architect and design team, as well as the toil of women,
men, and children, few with construction experience, who withstood harsh working conditions to produce adobe
blocks and erect educational buildings. Okimoto found the remaining school buildings have significance for
their ability to teach us an important lesson: “The adobe structures that stand today where Camp I stood in 1945
are a constant reminder of a period of history when the human spirit prevailed, despite the hardship of the

2" Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 8.

%8 |_ane Ryo Hirabayashi, introduction to Inside an American Concentration Camp: Japanese American Resistance at Poston,
Arizona, by Richard S. Nishimoto, (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1995), Xxxv.

% Donald H. Estes, “The Road to Poston: A Brief Historical Summary,” http://www.postonalliance.org/assets/nikkeisummary.pdf
(accessed 7 January 2009).

% Christine Whitacre, Program Manager, Heritage Partnerships Program, National Park Service, Intermountain Region, “Poston
Peer Comments,” email message to Tom and Laurie Simmons, 30 August 2011.
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surrounding circumstances. . . . These buildings pay tribute to the community spirit that helped the detainees
survive the harsh experiences of WWII and Poston.”®

Poston’s harsh environment and hastily-constructed facilities, difficult living and working conditions, and
complex administrative operations were among the factors that resulted in its becoming the first site of
significant unrest leading to mass protest within the relocation center system in November 1942. As
Hirabayashi observed, “Because it was an early and major manifestation of popular discontent, the Poston
Incident has been one of the major focuses of the published literature on the camp.”®* As stated in the center’s
monthly report, the Poston strike embodied “certain features that have general significance in the problems of
governing people whose lives have been greatly dislocated.”*® The Poston Incident ended peacefully, with no
destruction of property or personal injury, whereas a crisis at Manzanar a few weeks later resulted in several
injuries and two deaths. Administrative and sociological reports produced at Poston following its incident
assisted the WRA and directors of other centers in understanding and identifying potential problems, avoiding
violence, and mitigating discontent, and led to adjustments in administrative policy throughout the relocation
system.

Social History

Poston is significant nationally in the area of social history as “one of the most intensively studied of all the
camps” and the only site of three separate research projects.® In addition to its own groundbreaking Bureau of
Sociological Research, the relocation center became part of the WRA Community Analysis program, as well as
serving as a home for fieldworkers of the Japanese American Evacuation and Resettlement Study (JERS). With
authorization from OIA Commissioner John Collier, Alexander Leighton established a Bureau of Sociological
Research that operated from June 1942 to September 1943 and produced more than 160 reports on topics
ranging from mess hall behavior to attitudes toward relocation.®> As Leonard judged, “The portrait of camp life
preserved in these researchers’ reports provides an unparalleled account of the problems faced by not only the
evacuees, but also the administrators of the relocation center.”*® Leighton also described the significance of this
research unit: “Through 1942 Poston was the only Relocation Center to have social scientific observation and
analysis allied to its administration and as has been noted, this was due to Indian Service experience.”’

Bureau members compiled research results and observations from Poston into groundbreaking publications,
such as Leighton’s 1945 work, The Governing of Men: General Principles and Recommendations Based on
Experience at a Japanese Relocation Camp, considered one of the classic studies of the relocation program. The
Bureau served as the predecessor to the WRA’s Community Analysis Section and provided personnel,
information, and methodologies for establishment of the latter program. The Poston sociologists’ role in
presenting information and advice to Poston’s administration, especially during a strike in November 1942,
received widespread praise. In addition, its reports and analyses of the strike were widely distributed and
studied in Washington. As the WRA’s John Embree observed, “The fact that the crisis at Poston, which had a
sociological research unit, was settled peacefully and without the calling in of the Army whereas the crisis at
Manzanar was met with armed force and resulted in bloodshed,” influenced the creation of the WRA

%1 Ruth Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert Home: Life on the Colorado River Indian Reservation, Poston, Arizona, 1942-1945,” News
from Native California, Special Report, 2001, 14 and 19.

%2 Hirabayashi, Introduction, Inside an American Concentration Camp, XXxvii.

% Colorado River Relocation Center, Monthly Report on the Colorado War Relocation Project, Poston, Arizona, No. 2,
November 11 to December 10, 1942, box 3, Wade Head Collection, Mss. 118, Arizona Historical Foundation, Arizona State
University, Tempe, Az. [hereafter cited as “Wade Head Collection™].

* Brian Niiya, ed., Encyclopedia of Japanese American History, updated edition (New York: Facts on File, 2001), 337;
Hirabayashi, Introduction, Inside an American Concentration Camp, XxXxVvi-vii.

% Leighton, “List of Reports.”

% |_eonard, “Imagining Poston,” 4.

%" Leighton, Governing of Men, 373.
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Community Analysis program.® Hirabayashi described Richard Nishimoto, an evacuee fieldworker in Poston
affiliated with the JERS as “perhaps the most frequently cited author of Japanese descent who was among those
subject to mass incarceration by the federal government during World War Il and who also wrote on the
subject.”*® With Dorothy Swain Thomas, Nishimoto prepared a highly acclaimed 1946 study, The Spoilage:
Japanese American Evacuation and Resettlement, in addition to numerous other surveys, reports, and studies
about camp life while residing in the center.*® As a peer reviewer observed, the community analysts and
fieldworkers produced copious research materials comprising “one of the strongest collections about the WCCA
or WRA camps, bar none.” This information will allow generations of researchers to study camp life and how
Poston differed from or was similar to the other relocation centers.** Colorado River Indian Tribe Museum
Director Michael Tsosie asserted that many of the experiences obtained at Poston and the ideas developed as a
result of its research studies were utilized by the OIA after the war, particularly in policies relating to Native
American anthropology and sociology. *?

EXCLUSION AND RELOCATION
The Relocation Decision and Its Implementation

Following Japan’s 7 December 1941 attack on America’s Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor and the United States’
entry into World War I1, public opinion against Japan bolstered existing stereotypes and prejudices regarding
Japanese Americans living on the West Coast. Addressing perceived national security concerns, the Department
of Justice quickly detained more than 1,500 Japanese American community leaders previously identified as
potential security threats in the event of war and began searching homes for contraband.** Despite protests
about denial of constitutional rights and an absence of evidence demonstrating actual danger, the government
took steps leading to the mass removal of men, women, and children of Japanese descent, including citizens as
well as non-citizens. On 19 February 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066,
authorizing the Secretary of War and subordinate commanders to define military areas in the United States from
which any or all persons might be excluded and to provide uprooted residents with “such transportation, food,
shelter, and other accommodations as may be necessary.”** Eight days later the U.S. Navy secured the first
mass exodus of Japanese Americans, from Terminal Island in the Port of Los Angeles.*®

On 2 March 1942, Lt. Gen. John L. DeWitt of the Western Defense Command initiated steps toward the
removal and detention of all persons of Japanese ancestry living along the Pacific Coast and in parts of western
Arizona by defining military exclusion zones. “Military Area No. 1” encompassed western California, Oregon,
and Washington, and the remainder of those states became “Military Area No. 2.”* The government justified
the removal of Japanese Americans on the basis of military necessity and fears about the loyalty of persons of

% John F. Embree, “Community Analysis—An Example of Anthropology in Government,” American Anthropologist 46(July-
September 1944)3: 281; Hirabayashi, Introduction, Inside an American Concentration Camp, xliii.

% Hirabayashi, Introduction, Inside an American Concentration Camp, Xxv.

%% Hirabayashi, Introduction, Inside an American Concentration Camp, Xxviii.

*I Whitacre, email message to Simmons, 30 August 2011.

*2 Michael Tsosie, Colorado River Indian Tribes Museum director, Parker, Az., Interview by R. Laurie Simmons and Thomas H.
Simmons, 8 October 2008.

“® The government transferred many of those detained to internment camps in Montana, New Mexico, and North Dakota in
January 1942, while others remained in Justice Department camps. Jeffery F. Burton, Mary M. Farrell, Florence B. Lord, and Richard
W. Lord, Confinement and Ethnicity: An Overview of World War Il Japanese American Relocation Sites (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2002), 28.

* Roger Daniels, “Incarceration of the Japanese Americans: A Sixty-Year Perspective,” The History Teacher,
http://www.historycooperative.org (accessed 15 December 2005).

“> Burton, et al, Confinement, 31.

*® Thomas Fujita-Rony, “Arizona and Japanese American History: the World War 11 Colorado River Relocation Center,” Journal
of the Southwest, 47(Summer 2005)2, http://find.galegroup.com.ezproxy.denverlibrary.org:2048/itx/printdoc.do?contentSet=1AC-...
(accessed 7 March 2009).
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Japanese descent. The Army-controlled Wartime Civilian Control Administration (WCCA) was created on 11
March 1942 to establish temporary facilities where those removed from designated areas could be held.
Initially, officials made no plans to help people move and expected the relocation would be accomplished
through “voluntary” migration outside restricted zones, but only a few thousand participated in the program,
which ended on 29 March. The military acquired two substantial, isolated tracts of land, outside Parker,
Arizona, and in the Owens Valley, California, intended as “reception centers” for large camps of voluntary
evacuees prior to President Roosevelt’s creation of an agency to further implement the relocation.*’

On 18 March, the president issued Executive Order 9102, establishing the War Relocation Authority (WRA)
with Milton S. Eisenhower as its head, and instructed the agency to locate sites appropriate for long-term
settlement of excluded persons. On 24 March, the Army issued its first Civilian Exclusion Order, removing
Japanese American families from Bainbridge Island, Washington. A total of 108 orders resulted in the
mandatory evacuation of more than 120,000 persons from their homes and businesses. The families received six
days to dispose of their possessions and pack only what they could carry. These “evacuees” were not able to
obtain fair market value for their property and suffered an aggregate economic loss estimated at $400 million in
1942 dollars.*®

Under armed guard, the uprooted passed through one of sixty-four local “civil control stations” to be processed
before being sent to one of sixteen hastily-built “temporary assembly centers” operated by the WCCA for a
period of from six weeks to six months. From the assembly centers they traveled to one of ten relocation centers
managed principally by the WRA and established to house the evacuated people for an indefinite period. Poston
was unique in being managed by the Office of Indian Affairs. Some people skipped the step of moving to an
assembly center and traveled directly to a relocation center. About one-third of the evacuees were Japanese
aliens not permitted to become citizens, while two-thirds were American citizens.*®

Specific site requirements for relocation centers established by the WRA and the military included: a large piece
of land that could accommodate at least five thousand persons; inclusion of acreage suited for extensive
agricultural development or other types of year-round employment; a location distant from strategic
installations, including power lines and reservoirs; a property consisting of federally-owned or purchasable

land; and a site with reasonable access to necessary utilities and a railhead.”® As historian Harlan D. Unrau
judged, the requirement that the relocation centers be located on large tracts of undeveloped land “virtually
guaranteed that the sites would be inhospitable.”* Ruth Okimoto described the general character of the places
selected: “Eight of the 10 camps were eventually constructed in barren and remote desert environments or in
remote areas with severe weather conditions; two camps in Arkansas were built on isolated, swampy land.”*?
Arizona received two centers on Indian reservations: the Colorado River Relocation Center located near the

“ Burton, et al, Confinement, 34.

%8 Calculations of the value of this loss based on today’s dollar range from over $4 trillion to more than $35 trillion, depending on
the indicator used; see http://www.measuringworth.com. John Tateishi, And Justice for All: An Oral History of the Japanese American
Detention Camps (New York: Random House, 1984), xix.

“° Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 2001, 6.

%0 The Army stipulated that each center have a population of at least five thousand so that a minimum number of military police
would be required. Harlan D. Unrau, The Evacuation and Relocation of Persons of Japanese Ancestry During World War I1: A
Historical Study of the Manzanar War Relocation Center, Historic Resources Study/Special Study: Volume I (Washington, D.C.:
National Park Service, 1996), Chapter 5, 1, http://www.nps.gov/archive/manz/hrs/hrs.html; US, War Relocation Authority, WRA: A
Story of Human Conservation, vol. 9 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1946; reprint, New York: AMS Press,
1975), 20; US Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians, Personal Justice Denied, Part I1: Recommendations,
June 1983, 151, http://lwww.archives.gov/research/Japanese/American/justice-denied (accessed 4 February 2009).

*! Unrau, The Evacuation, Chapter 5, 2.

2 Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 6.
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western edge of the state on the Colorado River Indian Reservation and the Gila River Relocation Center on the
Pima Indian Reservation, southeast of Phoenix.>®

Poston became the second relocation center to open (after Manzanar), with the first evacuees arriving on 8 May
1942.>* It reached its maximum population of 17,814 in early September 1942, becoming the third most
populous community in Arizona.> The Colorado River Relocation Center held a unique position within the
system because the Office of Indian Affairs (O1A) managed it under contract to the War Relocation Authority
until the end of 1943.°° As one Native American reflected, the Japanese American evacuees lived “on a
reservation within a reservation.”’ Poston, unique because it consisted of three separate camps, was the largest
and most costly of the relocation centers and incorporated the most extensive program of development.® The
OIA intended Poston as a center where it would utilize its expertise in working with relocated peoples and
minority groups, while at the same time bringing permanent improvement to a portion of the reservation
through the use of war emergency funds and evacuee labor. The erection of adobe schools and other facilities,
subjugation of the land, construction of a long-promised irrigation system, and completion of a highway and
other infrastructure represented lasting achievements that later benefited tribal members.

The Colorado River Indian Reservation Before Poston

The relocation center occupied land in the southern portion of the Colorado River Indian Reservation, whose
boundary stretched from western Arizona into eastern California along the Colorado River.>® Arizona became a
territory of the United States in 1863, during a period when growing numbers of westward travelers and gold
prospectors impacted the lifestyles of its native peoples.® In 1864, Arizona Superintendent of Indian Affairs
Charles D. Poston asserted: “The rapid influx of population in this region renders it necessary that some
provision should be made for the original inhabitants.”®* Envisioning the undeveloped Parker Valley irrigated
and scattered with farms, Poston recommended creation of a reservation for all indigenous peoples living along
the Colorado River and suggested the government assist them with construction of an irrigation system that
would ensure their self-sufficiency. ° He met with Native American representatives in 1864 to negotiate their
placement on a reservation extending about forty-five miles east-west, from the La Paz Arroyo in Arizona to

>3 Rivers Relocation Center (Gila), south of Phoenix near Maricopa, opened in July and contained two camps with more than
thirteen thousand people on a site of about sixteen thousand acres. Built later than Poston, Gila was considered one of the less
oppressive camps, with no barbed wire and only one guard tower. With its more attractive barracks with red shingle roofs, white
walls, and wood floors, Gila was considered a model center. Eleanor Roosevelt visited Gila in April 1943. Gila is not designated as an
NHL.

% Manzanar opened in March 1942 as a temporary assembly center that became a relocation center.

® WRA, WRA: A Story, 197.

*® Dillon S. Myer, Uprooted Americans: The Japanese Americans and the War Relocation Authority During World War I
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1971), 4.

> Estes, Road to Poston, 3.

%8 Poston had the largest population of the “regular” relocation camps, while Tule Lake, which became a “segregation center,”
was somewhat larger after receiving evacuees from other centers.

% Kathryn Leonard reported, “The current boundaries of the Colorado River Reservation encompass 265,858 acres of land,
reflecting three additional Executive Orders (in 1873, 1874, 1876) to enlarge the reservation, as well as several Executive Orders
which authorized the Arizona and California Railway’s purchase of land in Parker for railway facilities (1908) and transferred land
along the southern boundary out of the public domain for subsequent mining use (1915).” Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 6.

% Lillquist, Imprisoned in the Desert, 407.

%1 Charles D. Poston, “Report to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs,” 30 September 1864, quoted in U.S Congress, Senate,
Subcommittee of the Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions of the Indians in the United States, Hearings Before a
Subcommittee of the Committee on Indian Affairs, 71% Cong., 2™ sess., 21 January 1930, Part 6, 2351, http://www.archive.org
(accessed 9 January 2009) [hereafter cited as Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions].

82 |_eighton, Governing of Men, 55.
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Monument Peak in California and containing much of the Parker Valley on the east side of the Colorado
River.®

Indigenous groups in the reserved area included the Mohaves, primary occupants of the Parker Valley for at
least a millennium, who grew a variety crops using floodwater farming and supplemented these foods with wild
plants and game. The Mohaves accepted the reservation with the stipulation that the government build an
irrigation system in exchange for their relinquishment of other territory.®* Government officials planned to
relocate other non-Mohave Indians, whom they referred to as “colonists,” to the reservation and expected an
eventual population of ten thousand inhabitants.®> On 3 March 1865, Congress established the Colorado River
Indian Reservation to “colonize” Indians within its boundaries and “to aid them in opening an irrigating canal
so that they may become industrious and self-supporting.”®® No appropriations for creation of the reservation or
construction on the irrigation system were issued until 1867.

The first appropriation for irrigation improvements on the reservation has been cited as “the inception of efforts
by the Government to reclaim and make useful for the purposes of man, the arid lands of the West.”®
December 1867 marked the start of this “first [federal] venture in land reclamation by irrigation” with
construction of the Grant-Dent Canal in the southern part of the reservation. Indians using shovels and baskets
performed most of the work in exchange for wages and rations. Unfortunately, when water was turned into the
structure in July 1870, a masonry headgate failed and the canal collapsed, flooding land near the Indian agency.
Efforts to enlarge and repair the system in 1871 and 1872 involved a “stupendous undertaking” to extend the
canal and construct four tunnels, but ended in failure. Indians working on the construction in difficult conditions
were paid only in rations and eventually quit, demanding wages. A subsequent report indicated that “it was
found necessary to threaten them with the military arm of the Government in order to compel a resumption of
the work.”®® Repair efforts in subsequent years brought only short-lived success, and the effort was abandoned.

By the 1870s, famine and epidemics, as well as the failure of irrigation efforts, sharply reduced the number of
Native Americans living on the reserved lands. * In 1874 an Executive Order stretched the reservation west of
the Colorado River and convinced the semi-nomadic Chemehuevi, who had inhabited the vicinity of present-
day Parker since the mid-nineteenth century, to live within its boundaries. Local Indian agents continued to
believe that the site could support many more tribal groups. However, most other Indians living along the river
and its tributaries eventually received their own reservations, and the anticipated population never arrived.
Without the promised irrigation system, many returned to their traditional agricultural practice, farming the
bottomlands and floodplain of the river and irrigating with water carried in pots.”

Some improvement came at the turn of the century with construction of a steam-powered pumping station that
provided water for a small school, the Indian Agency farm, and a limited amount of land.” Lack of progress in
extending cultivation of the land brought increased pressure to open surplus acreage for non-Indian lease and
purchase in conformity with the 1887 General Allotment Act.”® In 1908, Congress authorized such uses,

% Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions, 2351.

% Yuma Indians came north to view the designated land, but did not stay. The Hualapias “were induced” to come to the
reservation, but returned to their traditional lands within three years. Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions; Leonard,
“Imagining Poston,” 6; Lillquist, Imprisoned in the Desert, 407.

8 Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions, 2355.

% Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions, 2352.

87 Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions, 2352.

%8 Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions, 2352.

% Jay Cravath, Education Program Manager CRIT Education Department, “The Colorado River Indian Reservation: A Brief
Historical Summary,” 1-2 and “History of Colorado River Indian Tribes,” http://www.postonalliance.org/generalHistory/crit.ntm
(accessed 17 December 2008)

" |_eonard, “Imagining Poston,” 6-7.

™ Cravath, “Colorado River Indian Reservation,” 2-3; Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions, 2353.

"2 Donald L. Parman, “Indians of the Modern West,” in Gerald D. Nash and Richard W. Etulain, eds., The Twentieth Century
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although the OIA did not want to permit the sale of lands to outsiders until it developed irrigation that allowed
the largest possible agricultural use by Indians and ensured their supremacy to associated water rights.” In
1912, installation of a new pumping plant led the OIA to identify about 20,000 acres of land for tribal use and
file an associated water appropriation claim.” During 1918-20, about eight thousand acres came into
production, but the number declined sharply in subsequent years. In 1930, a report regarding the conditions on
the Colorado River Indian Reservation noted, “None of this early [irrigation] work is of any benefit to the
Indians at the present day.””

John Collier and the Indian New Deal

During the 1930s, legislation and federal programs popularly known as the “Indian New Deal” enabled the
Office of Indian Affairs to actively assist the tribes in preserving their culture and managing their lands and
resources. This new role for the agency grew from the ideas and leadership of John Collier (1884-1968), who
received appointment as commissioner in 1933 and was described as the “best equipped man who ever occupied
the office” by Interior Secretary Harold Ickes.”® Biographer Kenneth R. Philp judged Collier as the “clearest
symbol” of the dramatic change in United States Indian policy during the 1930s away from the assimilation
philosophies favored since the 1880s."’

Collier’s eventual impact on the development of the relocation center at Poston was profound. As Katherine
Leonard observed,

At Poston, both the social and the built environment were largely the product of Commissioner
John Collier, whose interest in administering the camp stemmed from the intersection of his
charge to provide for the economic development of the Indian reservations in the desert
southwest and his personal philosophical interest in the promotion of democratic social
institutions through scientific study and community analysis.”

Born in Atlanta, orphaned as a child, and educated at Columbia University and in Paris, Collier’s early career
focused on the importance of reestablishing America’s sense of community and social responsibility. Described
as “energetic, persistent, ingenious, and inventive,” he became affiliated with efforts related to immigrants,
education, and American Indians. Collier conducted social work with the People’s Institute in New York City;
founded and directed the Training School for Community Workers and edited its Civil Journal; started the
Home School with his wife; served as president of the National Community Center Conference; directed
California’s adult education program; taught sociology and psychology in San Francisco; and became the
executive secretary of the American Indian Defense Association and editor of American Indian Life magazine.”
As head of the OIA, Collier gathered highly-trained professionals with expertise in fields such as anthropology,
the arts, health, planning, law, and natural resources to serve as his advisors. Leonard analyzed,
“Anthropologists, in particular, found favorable employ as consultants for the New Deal-era OIA and played a
prominent role in assisting the agency with tribal surveys in anticipation of drafting tribal constitutions . . . .”%
Collier added a planning office to the agency to ensure sound practices for utilization and conservation of
reservation natural resources and was highly successful at obtaining funds from New Deal programs for

West: Historical Interpretations (Albugquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989), 149; Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 7.
" Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 8.
™ Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions, 2353 and 2356; Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 8.
> Committee on Indian Affairs, Survey of Conditions, 2354.
"® |_eonard, “Imagining Poston,” 10-11.
" Kenneth R. Philp, John Collier’s Crusade for Indian Reform: 1920-1954 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1977), ix.
"8 Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 2.
" Philp, John Collier’s Crusade, 14, 15, 19, and 20.
8 |_eonard, “Imagining Poston,” 12.
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reservation improvements. Policy reform came rapidly, the most significant arriving in June 1934 with passage
of the Indian Reorganization Act.*

Collier’s years in office (1933-45) resulted in advancement of tribal government and infrastructure
improvements at the Colorado River Indian Reservation, but some state it came at some cost to the associated
tribes and resulted in little that contributed to their enduring prosperity or self-sufficiency.® Completion of
Parker Dam by the Bureau of Reclamation in 1934-38 diverted water from the Colorado River to California and
controlled fluctuations in the river, but inundated the Chemehuevi’s bottomland farms with the waters of the
associated reservoir, Lake Havasu.®® A Constitution and By-laws of the Colorado River Indian Tribes, approved
13 August 1937, established their jurisdiction, but also included an OIA provision for colonization (the
introduction of other tribal groups in the future), despite the disapproval of existing members. In 1940, the
Tribal Council instituted a code of law and ordinances and created a judicial system for the reservation.
Headgate Rock Dam, about one mile northeast of Parker, was completed in 1941, and a mile-long canal from
the dam linked with the existing irrigation system.2* With this development came further OIA pressure on the
Colorado River Indian Tribes to allow new colonization as justification for improvement of the southern part of
the reservation, while the agency sought a means of continuing its record of progress during a period of
declining funding.®

The Concept of a Relocation Center on a Reservation

On 15 November 1940, the OIA produced a confidential report, “A Program for the Utilization of the Colorado
River Indian Reservation,” which became a “blueprint” for agency officials as they drew up plans for Poston
Relocation Center, according to Okimoto.®® The document indicated the 1,200 Mohaves and Chemehuevis in
residence were utilizing only a small part of the northern area of the reservation and reaffirmed the goal of
bringing new inhabitants and development to fulfill the original intent of the reservation. In early 1942, hearing
of War Department plans to locate relocation centers on large tracts of isolated and undeveloped land, Indian
Affairs reasoned that securing such an installation could result in development of an irrigation system and
subjugation of the land through the use of evacuee labor and war emergency funds.?” Housing and schools
created for relocated Japanese Americans could be made available to Indian colonists after the war. Facing
declining budgets that, in part, reflected Congressional opposition to Collier’s philosophies and reduced the
effectiveness and productivity of his agency, the commissioner “directed his zeal for preserving the culture of
minority groups toward the Japanese Americans,” according to biographer Kenneth Philp.®

Kathryn Leonard found that the Indian Service actively worked to secure a relocation camp for the reservation
in the months after Pearl Harbor. OIA Agriculture and Conservation Counselor Dr. G.P. Clements wrote on 18
February 1942: “It seems to me that the temporary internment of the Japanese on the reservation would enable
the Indian Department to put the ground in shape for agricultural occupation by the Indian on removal of the
Japanese, possibly without any expense for that preparation.”® Within two weeks, Collier and OIA Chief

& parman, “Indians of the Modern West,” 156; Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 13.
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Planner J.C. McCaskill drafted a memorandum to Secretary Ickes, urging the Interior Department to consider
administering the internment program on lands it managed, emphasizing the skills of Department employees
and specifically the OIA’s “long experience in handling a minority group.”*

Collier proposed that the agency manage seven relocation centers, including ones on both the Gila River and
Colorado River reservations in Arizona. He later noted that Secretary Ickes did not pursue the idea, so the
Indian Office offered to operate one of the largest centers and assume full responsibility for the entire project.
On 6 March, Collier requested the help of Reclamation Agronomist A.L. Walker in convincing the Department
of War to agree to OIA management of a camp on the Colorado River Indian Reservation.*> The commissioner
suggested the Indian Office would prefer “to do a constructive job of supplying these people with useful work,
providing education—particularly of a civic nature—health, and other services, and rehabilitating them
subsequently to the war . . . "%

91

On 9 March, representatives of the OIA, Department of Interior, and War Department met in Los Angeles to
discuss location of a camp in the Parker area. Nine days later, War Department representatives inspected the
Colorado River Reservation for potential location of a “reception center” to facilitate removal of Japanese
Americans from Military Area No. 1.** Poston and Manzanar became the only sites designated as reception
centers during the government’s short-lived and unsuccessful voluntary relocation program. Manzanar, which
the WCCA operated briefly as the Owens Valley Reception Center, soon became one of sixteen temporary
assembly centers and received its first evacuees on 23 March. It subsequently served as a relocation center. In
early May, Poston received its first evacuees. A small assembly center opened at Mayer, Arizona, and soon sent
its occupants to Poston.®®

On 21 March, three days after the creation of the War Relocation Authority, Milton Eisenhower wrote to Collier
to summarize his understanding of the preliminary agreements with the OIA regarding how the center on the
Colorado River would operate.”® He indicated the Army, with input from the OIA, would build necessary
housing and other facilities and transport the evacuees to the site. The WRA would develop general plans for
the center’s program and policies with the cooperation of the OIA, which would manage the project and employ
most of the staff.®” Eisenhower advised Collier to “draw together, from among the competent personnel of your
bureau, a project organization which will supervise, on the ground, the irrigation, health, educational, and all
other phases of a well-rounded public work and community project.”®

The commissioner and his staff immediately began planning for the Colorado River Relocation Center, giving it
the highest priority. Collier described his “complete rapport” with Director Eisenhower, and noted that methods
to be used for all other Native American colonies the agency hoped to create would be forged at Poston.” OIA
Field Officer Walter Woehlke suggested that the evacuee camps be located so as to create a foundation for
Indian communities after the war, a concept favored by the agency. Woehlke and McCaskill advised that four or

% Collier quoted in Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 16.

° |_eonard, “Imagining Poston,” 17.

% Some OIA officials raised questions about the advisability of the agency becoming involved with Japanese American
relocation. See Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 17-18.

% Collier quoted in Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 17.

% Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 8; Unrau, The Evacuation and Relocation, Chapter 3.

% Mayer operated only twenty-seven days and had a maximum of 245 people. Unrau, The Evacuation and Relocation, Chapters 3
and 4.

% |t is interesting to note that Vice President Henry A. Wallace suggested the president “give Collier the job of handling the War
Relocation Authority because of his experience in community living,” according to Kenneth Philp, John Collier’s Crusade, 208-2009.

" M.S. Eisenhower, Director, War Relocation Authority, Letter to John Collier, OIA Commissioner, 21 March 1945, reprinted in
Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 27.

% eighton, Governing of Men, 48-49.

% John Collier, OIA Commissioner, Letter to Nell Findley, USO Director, 21 April 1942, Wade Head Collection, MSS 118, box
1, folder 1.
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five separate community centers would “fit the needs of the Indian colonization program.”% Alexander
Leighton later reported, “No definite plans were made concerning the fate of the evacuees after the war. It was
felt that if they were successful in cultivating the Parker Valley, some, at least, might obtain long-term leases
from the Indians.”*™

To the position of project director at Poston, Collier appointed Wade Head (1908-1997), who since 1939 had
served as superintendent of the Papago Indian Reservation in Arizona. There he received praise for his
improvement of their cattle business and the implementation of self-government. Head worked previously as a
school principal in Oklahoma, led an agricultural school in the Philippines, and served as a mining company
personnel officer.® John Collier described the project director as “one of our broadest most resourceful field
men, who has worked with Japanese in the Philippines several years and is [an] ideal team worker and staff
leader.”*® Dr. Alexander Leighton, who led the Bureau of Sociological Research at Poston, noted Head’s
“general appearance suggested coolness and self-possession . . . increased by his calm, kindly, yet distant
manner.”*** On 9 April, the project director and other administrators occupied their offices at the relocation
center site.'®

On 14 April 1942, WRA Director Milton S. Eisenhower and Interior Secretary Ickes signed a Memorandum of
Understanding regarding the operation of a relocation center to house approximately twenty thousand people at
the Colorado River Indian Reservation. As outlined in the document, the WRA held responsibility for
establishing the general program policy, funding, security and public relations, and the OIA would oversee the
administration, staff, and public work projects.'”® The WRA and the War Department would supervise “the
construction of such housing and related facilities as may be needed for immediate accommodation of the
evacuees,” while the OIA would erect other permanent buildings of the camp that could later be used by the
tribal members. The center would be as self-supporting as possible and include provisions for its own
agricultural production, as well as manufacturing facilities to aid the war effort.” The document contained
important additional stipulations requested by John Collier:

The development and operation of the relocation project on the Colorado River Reservation,
particularly in so far as it involves the subjugation of the land and the development of irrigation
facilities, will materially enhance the value of the land and the benefits from this increased value
will accrue to the Indians as the owners of the land when the evacuees are removed after the end
of the war. All permanent improvements that cannot be removed without seriously injuring the
land on which they are located, or the improvements themselves, will be left on the land when
the relocation project is discontinued. It is contemplated that the value of such improvements left
on the land will be fair and equitable compensation to the Indians for use of their land. It is
understood that, if the value of such improvements shall not in the judgment of the parties be
adequate as such compensation, the War Relocation Authority will pay to the Indians at the time
the project is terminated such additional sum as the parties hereto may agree upon to provide
such compensation.'%

199) eonard observed that the concept of multiple camps “was undoubtedly influenced by the OIA’s intention of settling Indian
colonists from multiple tribes onto the southern portion of the reservation.” Leonard, “Imagining Poston,” 17.

191 eighton, Governing of Men, 50.

102 eighton, Governing of Men, 49 and 82.

193 Collier, Letter to Findley, 21 April 1942, Wade Head Collection.

104 eighton, Governing of Men, 83.

105 eighton, Governing of Men, 49 and 58.

19 \War Relocation Authority Director and Secretary of the Interior, Memorandum of Understanding, 14 April 1942, box 1, folder
4, Wade Head Collection.

197 WRA and DOI, Memorandum, 14 April 1942; Leighton, Governing of Men, 52.

1% WRA and DOI, Memorandum, 14 April 1942.
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In April 1942, Collier wrote to Colorado River Tribal Council Chairman Henry Welsh to discuss compensation
for use of reservation land, indicating it would be returned improved and ready for agricultural
development.'®*As Okimoto found, the Colorado River tribal leaders “were upset and adamantly opposed to the
Poston Camp and the colonization program.”**® However, they faced a dilemma. Objection to the plans of the
OIA and the WRA could result in permanent loss of the proposed project site through condemnation. Approval
of the government’s intended use would represent tacit acceptance of a program they believed was wrong. The
Tribal Council chose not to respond to the proposal.*** Agnes Savilla, a member of the Mohave tribe, stated that
most Native Americans had no advance knowledge that a relocation center was coming to the reservation. She
remembered her reaction upon learning of the facility being built for the Japanese Americans: “The white man
is treating them like he treated us.”**2

Once they arrived, Japanese Americans at Poston had very little contact with Native Americans living in the
area. As George Yoshida recalled, “I didn’t meet any or see them during our daily lives.”**® Tribal members
residing on the reservation were told, “It’s part of the war effort. Don’t ask questions. Do your patriotic duty
and accept it.”*'* Sporting events provided one of the few opportunities for interaction between the two

groups.**® Michael Tsosie’s family rented horses to evacuees and traded fish for sugar and flour.'® As Ruth

Okimoto remembered,

... we lived as strangers during those years, each group struggling with their own issues. Except
for the high school basketball games and a few stories I’ve heard from CRIT members of how
their parents or relatives traded their chickens for vegetables grown in Poston, there appeared to
be little contact between the neighbors.'’

Specific initial goals of the development project at Poston included clearing and leveling the land; completing
the buildings comprising three living areas and providing electricity and water; extending the main irrigation
canal fourteen miles from Parker to the center and constructing laterals; beginning agricultural production; and
building a highway from Parker to the center to allow the transportation of people and supplies.**® Collier and
the WRA envisioned evacuees completing the large irrigation system, farming to produce food needed in the
center and for the war effort, pursuing industrial activities, and organizing their own school, health, cultural, and
governmental systems.**® The commissioner hoped the Japanese Americans would turn the center into “a
national asset” and establish long term residency.'?

Construction of the Relocation Center
The relocation center occupied a previously untamed, undeveloped, and isolated site in the southern part of the

Colorado River Indian Reservation. The closest town, Parker, traced it roots to an 1871 post office designated to
serve the reservation’s Indian agency, one mile distant in Silver City. Agency facilities included government

199 Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 8.
119 Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 9.
111 Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 9.
112 Joan Loveridge-Sanbonmatsu, Imperial Valley Nisei Women: Transcending Poston (Syracuse: New Persephone Press, 2006),

113 George Yoshito, Seattle, Wa., Interview by Alice Ito and John Pai, 18 February 2002, Densho, http://www.densho.org.

14 Tsosie, Interview.

15 poston Press Bulletin, 14 June and 6 August 1942.

116 Teresa Watanabe, “Indians Laud WWII Japanese Americans Who Developed Their Land,” Los Angeles Times, 19 February
20009, http://www.latimes.com (accessed 8 July 2009).

17 Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 23.

118 Mills, “Project Director’s Narrative Report,” 3.

119 John Collier, OIA Commissioner, Letter to Russell G. Charlton, Adjutant General Selective Service, 23 May 1942, box 1,
folder 1, Wade Head Collection.

120|_eighton, Governing of Men, 55.
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offices, a hospital, houses, garages, a machine shop, and dormitories.*** The post office name honored Ely
Samuel Parker (1828-1895), a Seneca-lroquois Indian from New York who became a tribal leader, studied law,
worked as an engineer, served with Ulysses S. Grant during the Civil War, and became the first Native
American commissioner of the Office Indian Affairs in 1869.'% The tracks of the Arizona and California
Railway (a subsidiary of the AT&SF system) reached the area in 1907, and the post office moved to be near the
line.?* In 1909, the railroad’s surveyor, Earl H. Parker (no relation to the commissioner), surveyed and laid out
the townsite, and selected its name.*?* Parker functioned as a service and supply center for nearby mining and
agricultural operations.*®

Alexander Leighton described the town and vicinity as it was in 1942:

Parker, Arizona, sits in the desert, a stopping place on the highway between Wickenburg and
Needles. Formerly a mining town, it is today a vestige of the old West with stores, saloons and
rooming houses strung along covered sidewalks and a main street, and is surrounded by rubbish
and decay which the desert bleaches, but does not absorb.*?®

Building materials for the relocation center arrived via train in Parker, where trucks loaded them for
transportation to the relocation center. The location was so isolated and undeveloped that trucks required towing
in by tractor (due to sand depths) to bring the first materials for construction.*?’

The War Department estimated the Colorado River facility would be the most expensive of the ten centers to
build at about $9,365,000.'%® The OIA transferred engineers and other professionals from its Colorado River
Indian Irrigation Project to speed completion.'?® Like the other relocation centers, the development was
designed as a self-contained community with its own living facilities, hospital, offices, schools, recreational
sites, warehouses, churches, and other features. The barracks at Poston featured a double roof design,
presumably intended to mitigate the effects of strong sunlight and desert temperatures. The War Department
held responsibility for construction of the basic evacuee facilities, administrative offices, and staff housing, as
well as the hospital and support facilities such as sheds and warehouses. The WRA and OIA agreed that
construction of other buildings and structures would use mostly evacuee labor. The center received a post office
named “Poston,” honoring the early Arizona Indian commissioner.

On 27 March 1942 work began on the first and largest of the three camps, Poston I, which included the
administrative headquarters and hospital.*° Contractor Del Webb, who erected the evacuee living areas, had
settled in Phoenix for his health in 1927 and operated one of the major construction companies in the state. His
business received several large-scale government projects during the war years, starting with Fort Huachuca in
southern Arizona. Webb soon acquired a reputation for “fast efficient work.”**! Five thousand men working in
double shifts completed Poston I within three weeks, after which the company signed a contract for further

121 The site of the original post office was about four miles south of the current railroad depot location according to Steve Whisel
of the Arizona Railway Museum. Leighton, Governing of Men, 54; Steve Whisel, Arizona Railroad Museum, Email to R. Laurie
Simmons, 10 March 20009.

122 Gerry J. Gilmore, “Seneca Chief Fought Greed, Injustice,” http://www.pentagon.gov/specials/nativeam02/injustice.html
(accessed 8 January 2009); Parker Area Tourism Committee, “General Eli Samuel Parker,”
http://parkerareatourism.com/community/history/ parker.html (accessed 8 January 2009).

123 parker Area Tourism Committee, “CRIT Reservation History,” at http://parkerareatourism.com (accessed 8 January 2009).

124 Steve Whisel, Arizona Railway Museum, Email to R. Laurie Simmons, 10 March 2009.

125 parker Area Tourism Committee, “CRIT.”

126 | eighton, Governing of Men, 54.

127 «points to be brought out in a statement to the Committee,” 16 June 1943, box 3, Wade Head Collection.

128.S. War Department, Japanese Evacuation, 273; Unrau, The Evacuation and Relocation, Chapter 5, 4.

123 Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 8.

130 poston | was also called “Unit 1,” “Camp 1,” or “North Poston.” At its peak, Poston | held about 9,500 people.

31 Margaret Finnerty, Del Web, A Man, A Company (Flagstaff, Az.: Heritage Publishers, Inc., 1991), 32.
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construction (See Figure 7).2** Poston 11 and 111 were finished four weeks later.*® Builders set a record at
Poston 111 by erecting sixteen buildings in twenty-two minutes.** Although the government designated the
camps 1, 11, and 111, the evacuees soon nicknamed them “Toasten,” “Roasten,” and “Dustin.”

Planners expected Poston I to house ten thousand inhabitants, while Poston 11 and I11 were planned to
accommodate about five thousand persons each. By April the site was a “scene of intense activity,” and Wade
Head found the Army “extremely anxious that we bring in evacuees as soon as possible.”**> Webb employee
Bob Johnson recalled that plans for the barracks specified pine, but that wood was in short supply so workers
used redwood for many walls. Although the builders believed redwood would not shrink, Johnson spent the
night in a barracks and found himself covered in dust in the morning. He then realized cracks developing
between the boards would require battens.**® The Arizona Historical Foundation archives a film of Poston under
construction that documents some of the mass production techniques and building materials used by Webb.™’
Historian Thomas Fujita-Rony observed,

In effect, the U.S. government was creating a city overnight in a remote area where there were
few of the materials and resources normally used for a construction project of this scale. It thus
required an outpouring of energies, especially to locate goods, equipment, and personnel to build
and staff the facilities.*®

Completing an entire community like Poston represented the type of project that made Webb famous. After the
war, the company pioneered construction of large planned developments such as Sun City, utilizing the
expertise gained working on government projects. As his biographer, Margaret Finnerty, noted, “Webb was an
expert at building something in the middle of nothing.”**°

Leighton recalled “speed was the keynote” of the construction, and confusion among government agencies
resulted in problems at the outset:

The necessity for speed, the lack of precedent, and the trouble securing men and material
imposed by war conditions plunged the project from the start into a welter of gravest difficulties.
Lines of authority and responsibility were not clear between the War Relocation Authority, the
Indian Service, the Office of Emergency Management, the contractors, the Wartime Civil
Control Authority and the Army.**

The immense rush that marked the setting up of Poston reduced the efficiency of its construction. For example,
Leighton reported that “freight cars were sent by hundreds to Parker where there was no siding to accommodate
them and no means of unloading them, and they had to be scattered in the country around wherever temporary
space could be found.”*

As one of the first two centers erected, Poston became a test case for the design of relocation facilities. WRA
and Indian Affairs officials repeatedly expressed concern about the fast, inexpensive construction completed by
Del Webb. The Army had no experience constructing housing for women, children, and the elderly, and the

32 Finnerty, Del Webb, 42.

133 poston 11 officially opened on 3 July 1942 with 450 Salinas Valley evacuees. Official Daily Press Bulletin 5 July 1942, 1;
Finnerty, Del Webb, 41-42.

134 Jeffery F. Burton and Mary M. Farrell, “Poston Relocation Center,” Draft National Register of Historic Places Nomination,
July 2006, 42.

135 |_eighton, Governing of Men, 55; Wade Head, Project Director, Letter to John Collier, OIA Commissioner, 24 April 1942, box
1, folder 1, Wade Head Collection.

3¢ Finnerty, Del Webb, 42.

137 «Strangers in a Strange Land,” 16mm color film, 1942, Box 5, Wade Head Collection.

138 Fyjita-Rony, “Arizona and Japanese American History.”

39 Finnerty, Del Webb, 89.

140|_eighton, Governing of Men, 55 and 58.

141 |_eighton, Governing of Men, 58.
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temporary Theater of Operations type buildings originally designed for soldiers lacked qualities necessary for
long term use by families.*? In early May 1942, E.R. Fryer, WRA Regional Director, told Wade Head an
inspection of Poston “resulted in many modifications in the type of construction originally planned for WRA
projects. The Army Engineers will use the modified TO [Theater of Operations] type, which approaches the
Standard barracks type which you have for administrative quarters.”* Head subsequently wrote to another
colleague, “Our construction in Camp No. 1 and No. 2 is miserable and every day as the lumber seasons more,

it bﬁﬁomes worse. | hope you make every effort possible to get [modified] TO type construction in Camp No.
3.

Head also suggested future camps include facilities for cooking in the evacuee apartments, reasoning that “to
prepare for this would be inexpensive and would be a great morale booster.”** He reported “a very poor grade
of roofing” being used on Poston buildings and estimated it would last for a year at most. The project director
proposed several specific improvements for future construction, including building roofs with three layers and
asphalt shingles, specifying narrower spacing of rafters, and eliminating power and telephone lines across
recreation areas.*® He reasoned that related people should not be sent to different centers, stating “it is very
important we make an effort to keep the families together.”**’

At the end of May, after inspection of Poston I and the two other units underway, the poor quality of
construction led Acting Chief of Planning and Development J.C. McCaskill to recommend postponing the
erection of a fourth camp.**® He suggested eliminating the need for contractors by employing evacuee laborers
to build “simple adobe houses,” believing such construction could be completed in a timely, less costly manner
with “a net result so much better.”**® Although Poston never received adobe houses, eventually several
buildings were erected of adobe using Japanese American labor, most notably schools.

Arrival of the Evacuees

On 8 May, a small advance contingent of young evacuee volunteers came to the center to assist with
preparations for the large number of relocated people who would soon begin to arrive.**® A total of about 250
people donated their services, including specialists in various fields who helped establish programs related to
specific aspects of center life. Volunteers also cleaned the newly completed barracks and performed a variety of
jobs associated with the registration and settlement of incoming residents.'>* Administrators, impressed by these
young people, often turned to them for advice and information in the months ahead.'? On the day the
volunteers reached Poston, Wade Head wrote, “We are extremely anxious to begin receiving evacuees for
several reasons, but, mainly, due to the hot weather coming on; they should be arriving in order to become
acclimated before the heat becomes too severe.”**® The center began receiving one thousand people each day by

142 Standards and details for relocation center construction were issued after work at Poston was underway. Unrau, The
Evacuation and Relocation, Chapter 5, 4.

3 E R. Fryer, WRA Regional Director, Letter to Wade Head, Project Director, 8 May 1942, box 1, folder 1, Wade Head
Collection.

144 Wade Head, Project Director, Letter to “Cy,” 12 May 1942, box 1, folder 1, Wade Head Collection.

145 Wade Head, Project Director, to Letter to E.R. Fryer, 14 May 1942, box 1, folder, 1, Wade Head Collection.

148 Head to Fryer, 14 May 1942, box 1, folder, 1, Wade Head Collection.

Y7 Head to “Cy,” 12 May 1942, box 1, folder 1, Wade Head Collection.

148 The fourth and fifth camps were never built.

149 3.C. McCaskill to J. Collier, 27 May 1942, box 1, folder 1, Wade Head Collection, also quoted in Leonard, “Imagining
Poston,” 20.

150 «“Notes,” 16 June 1943, box 1, folder 5, Wade Head Collection; Spicer, et al, Impounded People, 76.

131 | eighton, Governing of Men, 61; Elizabeth Colson, E.H. Spicer, and A.H. Leighton, Colorado River Relocation Center,
Bureau of Sociological Research, “A Brief History of Poston | (First Nine Months),” May 1943, 2, http://content.cdlib.org (accessed
29 January 2009).

152 Spicer, et al, Impounded People, 76-77.

153 Wade Head, Project Director, Letter to E.F. Cress, WRA Deputy Director, 8 May 1942, box 1, folder 1, Wade Head
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the end of the month, and administrators faced a multitude of questions and problems resulting from the speed
and complexity of the project.™™ “Great confusion” existed as 3,500 contractor’s laborers continued to work at
building the “frontier town” at the same time that evacuees settled in.">

Poston Demographics

During its three-and-a-half years of operation, 19,392 persons came into the custody of the Colorado River
Relocation Center (See Figure 10). Poston received 11,738 people via direct evacuation (those who arrived
directly from their homes rather than going through an assembly center).**® Coming mostly from eastern
California (Military Area No. 2), this group represented the largest number of direct evacuees of any of the
relocation centers.”™’ The Mayer, Pinedale, Salinas, and Santa Anita assembly centers transferred 6,020 persons
to Poston, with the last two providing the largest numbers of evacuees. **® Another 268 people transferred from
other permanent relocation centers (of which 31 were from Tule Lake). The remainder of evacuees arrived from
the Department of Justice (469), voluntary residents (27), institutions (69), or came from the WCCA via
seasonal work (8).*°

Nearly all (98.4 percent) of the Poston evacuees were former California residents; the remainder came from
Arizona. Four Southern California counties contributed nearly 7,800 evacuees to Poston: Los Angeles, 2,750
persons; San Diego, 1,883; Orange, 1,636; and Imperial, 1,512. Counties in the Central Valley and central coast
supplied over 6,000 residents: Tulare, 1,952; Fresno, 1,590; Monterey, 1,506; and Santa Cruz, 1,222. Evacuees
sent to Poston came from cities of various sizes, including 43 percent from cities of less than 5,000 in
population and 13 percent from cities of 1,000,000 or more. More than two-thirds (67.4 percent) of Poston
residents were U.S. citizens.'®

As scholars Karen J. Leong and Dan Killoren found, one military zone split Arizona in two and one street could
divide those who remained free from those who were evacuated. Nearly all of the Arizona evacuees came from
Maricopa County (the Phoenix area). Some Japanese Americans went directly to Poston, and others in the
southern part of the state were confined at the Mayer Assembly Center at first. Mayer, in Yavapai County
northwest of Phoenix, forwarded 246 evacuees to Poston. Those who lived east of the military exclusion line
and remained free still faced substantial prejudice and in the 1990s successfully claimed reparations. When
Poston released its evacuees, many received temporary assistance from the Japanese American community in
Arizona and others became permanent residents of the state. **

Poston recorded 793 births and 300 deaths during its operation.*®* The first baby born at the center, who
received the name “Frank Poston Kuwahara,” arrived on 25 May 1942.'*® From Poston, 1,827 people
transferred to other centers, the largest number being 1,437 going to Tule Lake. Indefinite leaves (for purposes
such as employment, education, community invitation, or to join other family members) drained 16,530
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individuals from the center’s population. While living at Poston 368 men joined the armed forces.'®* Some 136
people were sent to Department of Justice internment facilities and 20 were transferred to institutions. Poston
became the largest of the regular relocation centers with 17,814 persons at its peak on 2 September 1942; Tule
Lake became a segregation center and had a slightly larger peak population after receiving people transferred
from other locations.'® If evacuees on short-term and seasonal leave are included, Poston did not attain
maximum population until 1 January 1943, when 18,030 persons were counted. The center’s population
declined thereafter. Table 2 shows trends in Poston’s population during its years of operation.'®® The facility
remained active 1,301 days; only Tule Lake had a longer existence.

Japanese Americans React to Poston’s Environment and Facilities

Kiyo Sato remembered that her spirits soared when her family learned they would be placed on an Indian
reservation: “Rivers to fish in, grounds to hunt on. We had studied about the Indians in our United States
History class. How good of the Indians to invite us to their reservation!”**” Many of the earlier evacuees
traveled the entire way to the relocation center by bus, stopping at Blythe, Arizona, for an hour to consume
sandwiches and coffee before completing their journey.*®® Some people also drove their own cars to the site.
Those traveling to Poston by train came in groups of about five hundred persons, disembarked at Parker, and
completed the journey in a government-operated bus or truck. Gene Sogioka reported only three buses were
available to transport people, requiring long waits in town.*”® Some buses got stuck in the deep dust of the
unpaved road to Poston.'"* Shizuko S. Tokushige recalled an unpleasant experience with a military guard:
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At Parker, Arizona, we were transferred to buses. With baggage and carryalls hanging from my
arm, | was contemplating what I could leave behind, since my husband was not allowed to come
to my aid. A soldier said, “Let me help you, put your arm out.” He proceeded to pile everything
on my arm. And to my horror, he placed my two-month-old baby on top of the stack. He then
pushed me with the butt of the gun and told me to get off the train, knowing when | stepped off
the train my baby would fall to the ground. I refused. But he kept prodding and ordering me to
move. | will always be thankful a lieutenant checking the cars came upon us. He took the baby
down, gave her to me, and then ordered the soldier to carry all our belongings to the bus and see
that | was seated and then report back to him.!"2

Masami Honda described the journey from Parker to the relocation center:

The bus trip to Poston I11 was long and dusty. So dusty that the sky was blotted out completely.
At first we tried to keep the windows of the school bus that was transporting us closed, but it was
S0 hc{gs—over 110 degrees that people, especially the older people, and the kids, were getting
sick.

164 “Symmary of Colorado River Relocation Center Final Accountability Roster, November 28, 1945,” Tajiri, et al, Through
Innocent Eyes, 116.

165 Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 29; Niiya, Encyclopedia, 337.

%WRA, The Evacuated People, Tables 5 and 6, 17-18.

187 Kiyo Sato, Dandelion Through the Crack: The Sato Family Quest for the American Dream (Nevada City, Ca.: Willow Valley
Press, 2007), 167.

1%8 Bailey, City in the Sun, 64.

189 The 8 September 1942 Poston Chronicle contained information about traffic ordinances and speed limits for cars in the center.

170 Deborah Gesensway and Mindy Roseman, Beyond Words: Images from America’s Concentration Camps (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 1987), 147.

171 Okimoto, “Sharing a Desert,” 10.

172 Shizuko S. Tokushige quoted in U.S., Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians, Personal Justice
Denied, (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians, 1982), 151.

1”3 Honda quoted in Matthew T. Estes and Donald H Estes, “Hot Enough to Melt Iron: The San Diego Nikkei Experience 1942-
1946, http://lwww.jahssd.org (accessed 7 January 2009).



NPS Form 10-900 USDI/NPS NRHP Registration Form (Rev. 8-86) OMB No. 1024-0018

POSTON ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, UNIT 1 Page 35

United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service National Register of Historic Places Registration Form

John W. Powell, assistant chief of community services, described the scene that awaited evacuees:

Imagine, first, a flat brown plain, from which the flood-fattened mesquite has been torn up by the
roots, leaving gritty brown talcum-powder dust a foot deep over all the baking treeless miles,
shimmering under the 120-degree heat of Arizona. Now project upon that desolation a square
mile of black tarpaper barracks, a hundred feet long by twenty wide, placed row on row in
mathematical monotony.*"

Ruri Tsuchiya Ishimaru recalled, “No air conditioning. There was nothing but sand. No trees, no grass, just
bare. Tarred roof, a big army barracks. There were no birds, but lots of ants on the ground. It was so hot...”*"
Kiyo Sato also described the setting: “There are no trees, no plants, no grass, only dry dirt, sand and sagebrush
in all directions as far as the eye can see.”"®

Newcomers were sent immediately to the mess halls, where they received cold water, salt tablets, and wet
towels.'”” The tired evacuees still faced a “grueling” registration process that consumed about two hours.
Leighton recalled that the project director stated this “intake” process “was one of the things he would
remember longest out of the whole experience at Poston. He thought the people looked lost, not knowing what
to do or what to think.”*"® They waited in line to show their papers and sign forms before climbing into Army
trucks that dropped them and their baggage at assigned barracks.'” Leighton further described the conditions:
“Mess halls were unfinished, there was lack of refrigeration for meat, plumbing was incomplete, the hospital
was not built, there was danger of failure of the water supply and other matters on which life would depend.”*®
Evacuee Jack Matsuoka commented, “Before we could move in, we had to evict the former tenants, the
scorpions.”*®!

John Collier foresaw that the contractor’s “reckless tearing up of ground” would hinder planned improvement
of the land. Some blamed this rough treatment for the frequent dust storms, or “Poston zephyrs.”*** Many
considered Poston’s climate the harshest of all relocation camps. By June, temperatures soared above one
hundred degrees in the shade.'®® As Kiyo Sato observed, the desert never seemed to lose its heat, and finding a
cool place was “the only thought of the prisoners, day and night.”*®* After a month in the center, one young
evacuee described conditions:

Our mouths are always gritty, and the rooms including the mess halls cannot be kept clean even
by closing all the doors and windows because there are so many cracks in the walls and floors.
From about 1:30 p.m. daily, the wind rises, and often we can’t see [a] half mile ahead due to the
dust cloud. Each step we take we stir up dust. Dust settles on the typewriter and is noticeable
even while writing a letter.'®
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On 28 May 1942, Director Head issued a communication to residents in an attempt to dispel rumors that they
were in a concentration camp by stating, “Poston has been set aside as a relocation center, and what it develops
into is entirely dependent upon the colonists themselves.” He encouraged everyone to do their part to make
Poston a model community. Acknowledging the less than desirable living conditions, Head promised evacuees
would have access to supplies and equipment to make barracks partitions, furniture, and landscaping.
Accredited schools, college extension courses, athletic programs, stores, and theaters were all planned, as well
as an evacuee municipal council '

During a visit toward the end of June 1942, John Collier addressed the evacuees as “fellow citizens and fellow
Americans,” and observed that they were “in the middle of a tragedy.” He remarked that his impression of their
situation was one “of great physical discomfort, hardship, and of perfectly marvelous human spirit throughout
the colony,” and indicated their uprooting “was loaded with injustice.” The commissioner assured evacuees that
the staff would assist them in any way they could and protect the residents’ liberties as much as possible. He
indicated Japanese Americans and administrators should assume a four- to six-year occupation of the site and
develop it accordingly. Collier concluded by announcing that the “great social experiment” at Poston would be
recorded in a scientific manner. Accordingly, he had secured the services of Dr. Alexander Leighton, a scientist
and sociologist from Johns Hopkins Medical School, who would “make studies . . . that the whole world will
read when the scientific record is done.” ¥’

Housing Blocks. As at the other centers, evacuee areas at Poston were divided into grids of blocks (See Figure
6). Each block accommodated 250 to 300 people.'®® As Aiko Tanamachi Endo described, “Each block was
organized like an army camp, and there would be barracks whe