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STATEMENT. OF PURPOSE

To be honest,. I wasn't sure why I chose Yoshiko Uchid a for 

my project. In fact, I had some mixed feelings,, for I had av oided 

reading her books on purpose because I knew that th ey would be: 

too close to my experience. But as I started to read he r works,

I have come to realize how valuable her books are both f rom a 

multi-cultural and historical points of view. Her fir st book,

The Dancing Kettle and Other Stories has many of the tr aditional 

folktales I had heard as a child. The Magic Listening  Cap was a 

treat to read as I had not heard those, stories bef ore. Makoto. 

the Smallest Bov and Rokubei and the Thousand Rice Bow ls are 

originals which were based on her observations of Ja panese life. 

Both reflect so many familiar cultural valuest whic h we share as 

Japanese Americans raised by Meiji-era parents.

Her more recent books starting with Journey to Topa z were 

more painful as eleven-year-old Yuki's wartime evac uation ex�

periences paralleled mine in so many ways. But these ar e stories 

which should be told and read as our history textbooks m ention 

the episode only in passing. She writes about our exp eriences 

accurately, honestly and clearly without bitterness  or rancor. 

Perhaps she is too gentle, but that too is a part of our  cultural 

heritage. As she says, our Issei^ parents were non-asse rtive 

but there was real strength there. One of her recurring the mes 

is that there is always hope no matter how desperate t hings may 

seem.

It is my hope that readers of her books will gain s ome under�

standing and insight^ into our common human condition and w ill bet�

ter accept and respect our unique differences.

1 Japanese immigrants (first generation)
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YOSHIKO UCHIDA

Eleven-year-old Yuki doesn't understand why her fat her is 

abruptly taken away shortly after the bombing of Pea rl Harbor, 

Rinko is eleven and wishes that she had blond hair inst ead of 

black, that she didn't have to go to Japanese language sch ool, 

and that she wasn't so different from the other childr en.

These are but a few of the painful feelings that prompt ed Yo- 

shiko Uchida to write her more recent books about gr owing up 

in Berkeley as a Japanese American. She says that the charac�

ter of Rinko is based on her own life. The other charac ters 

are fictionalized.

"But I gave Rinko more gumption than I had." It was 

Rinko's Aunt Waka in A Jar of Dreams who gave Rinko  a sense 

of her own worth and of her own self. "It happened much ear�

lier f or Rinko than it did for me," she says.

In real life, Miss Uchida has an older sister, but she 

created an older brother, Cal, who volunteered for the U. S. 

Army to prove his loyalty. He is one of many who volunteered  

from the camps. This issue of loyalty and military service  

broke up many families and friendships. Today, forty y ears 

later, some of those men who held opposing views will cros s 

the street to avoid speaking with each other. At any rate,

Cal was created to work in the important story of the exploits 

of the all-Nisei 100/Vf2nd Regimental Combat Team.

The Rinko series (A Jar of Dreams. The Best Bad Things.  

The Happiest Ending. Journey to Topaz. Journey Home , and an 

adult book, Desert Exile)were all written to give Sansei ^ 

and Yonsei3 Japanese Americans a sense of history, a sense

2 Children of Nisei or "-third generation Japanese Americans
3 Children of S a n s e i ^
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of pride, and a sense of continuity and kinship with the past. 

She wants them to know about the strong family and c ommunity 

that nurtured and helped us to survive. One of her me ssages 

to the Nisei is, "You need not be ashamed about being sen t to 

the camps because you didn't do anything wrong.’* To this day, 

many Nisei are ashamed of the experience. Many have not  and 

still will not talk about the war-time experience becau se it is 

too painful to recall. When our Sansei children ask about- it, 

a typical reply would be, "It's the past, I'd rather n ot talk 

about it." Miss Uchida started writing about the experienc e 

about 15 years ago when the Sansei demanded, "How could you 

allow yourselves to be sent to concentration camps?"

In Desert Exile, she writes about her sense of rejecti on 

and alienation which increased during high school. She hate d 

high school so much that she took extra courses and  graduated 

at 16 and started at the University of California at B erkeley 

where her sister was already a student. She found that  college 

(where sororities and fraternities flourished) was wor se than 

high school. So by joining segregated campus groups a nd by 

participating in community church groups, she found somethin g 

to sustain her wounded spirit.

Miss Uchida's background is quite unique— both her p arents 

were graduated from Doshisha University in Tokyo, J apan. Her 

parents spoke English because of their exposure and  contacts 

with Caucasian instructors. Her father was a "salar y man" with 

the Mitsui Company in San Francisco. She grew up in  an environ�

ment where educated people passed through their home . Although 

she resented the time her mother lavishly shared with o thers,
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her exposure to.the exchange of ideas, both oral and written, 

was invaluable to her. She says, ”We learned that the print ed 

word was very important." Her mother was a poet who wrote 

tanka under the pen name of Yukari. Some of these tanka are  

included in Desert Exile. Both her mother and fathe r wrote 

letters; she credits her mother as being her role model.

Yoshiko was an avid reader as a child and remembers rea d�

ing all the classics and even enjoying mysteries. Her first 

exposure to literature was in oral Japanese. Her moth er read 

the traditional folk tales to Keiko (her older sister)-  and her. 

She also learned many Japanese children's songs. Her fir st 

book, The Dancing Kettle and Other Stories was publishe d in 

19^9* It has many of the tales her mother had read to her.

She didn't have any trouble getting it published; s he was tak�

ing a children's literature course where she met an  editor from 

Harcourt Brace to whom she submitted her manuscript an d it was 

accepted. She concurs that she was in the right place at the 

right time. The Dancing Kettle and Other Stories has sinc e 

been reprinted.

In 1952, she was granted the Ford Foundation Foreign Stud y 

and Research Fellowship to Japan. While in Japan, she gathe red 

ideas for more children's stories which she later wrote , based 

on her observations of Japanese life. Although many  stories 

are adapted from the Japanese, Makoto, the Smallest Bo v, and 

Rokubei and the Thousand Rice Bowls are originals. Some of 

her books have been translated into Dutch and German.  Just as

* At the time Miss Uchida was a.school teacher.
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important was the fact that her stay in Japan helped to  heal 

the wounds— she regained her sense of pride in her heri tage 

while she learned about Japanese culture. She became i nterested 

in pottery and folkcrafts; she has written many art icles for 

crafts journals.

Her professional activities have included talks to numer �

ous children's groups. The children are usually unawar e of the 

history of the concentration camps in the United States. The y 

thought that had only happened in Germany. They ask: "Were 

you scared? What happened to your dog? Do you have br others 

or sisters? What was the food like?" In turn she asks them, 

"Why do you think I write these stories?" She hopes t hat they 

will say, "So it will never happen agin." But somet imes she 

has to provide the answer. Once a boy asked, "Do yo u write 

your stories about evacuation for revenge?" She says,  "No, 

it is all right to be angry but people who are bitte r destroy 

themselves."

Although Miss Uchida's most recent books have been about 

the evacuation experience, she has written a historic al novel 

about the attempt to start a tea and silk colony in El Dorado 

County. She researched the book by interviewing Fern Sayne  

of Sacramento who is now deceased. She also read news paper 

accounts at the University of California library. The only 

true characters are Okei, the young woman, and Henry Sc hnell, 

the others are fictional.

It took 10 years for Desert Exile to be published. She
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was always told that there wasn't a market for such a  book.

But the redress inquiries and testimonies in the summer of 

1981 resulted in an increased awareness and interes t in the 

evacuation experience. She credits Michi Weglyn's Th e Years 

of Infamy for helping to make her book more accepta ble; she 

says she improved it by making it more personal. But another 

book, Picture Bride. based on oral histories of Issei wome n 

of her church, has had similar publishing problems. It  will 

be published in the spring of 1987, ten years after c ompletion. 

She has a children's picture book, The Two Foolish Cats c oming 

out at the same time. It is illustrated by Margo Zemach,  a 

Caldecott winner and a Berkeley resident--"that made  it nice 

to work with her."

When asked about the absent or ineffectual parent syn drome 

in modern fiction, her response was that she gets m any letters 

from children who live in single parent homes and the y must 

learn to face that reality and it should be written a bout.

She does feel, however, that the syndrome is dying out. She  

objects to writers who write "for the market” ; for ex ample, 

child abuse is a major issue now and the subject for many wri�

ters.

Miss Uchida has curtailed her activities in the last t wo 

years because of poor health. She walks to restore h er health 

and is now writing poetry in response to what she obser ves on 

these walks. She has sold a poem to an anthology but sa ys, 

"poetry books are impossible to sell.”

In all of the sources I used, the recurring theme has been
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that, MI hope to enlarge the reader's understanding about the 

human condition. It's important that we all take prid e in our 

cultural experience, so we don't lose that feeling of t he com�

munity of man." She stresses the need for hope and a st rong 

sense of family and community.

After the telephone interview, I sent a follow-up note 

in which I asked, “was writing about the camp experi ence pain�

ful or cathartic or rewarding or satisfying or all of the 

above?“ The note came back with “all of the above” c ircled. 

Since I've completed this project, I ask myself the  same ques�

tion and my answer is also, “all of the above." As I said ,

I had never read her books until now because the su bjects were/ 

are too close to me. I, too, can remember wishing for  blond 

hair, but now that my hair is turning gray, I wish it w ere 

black. I can laugh about my hair now, but it was no t a lau�

ghing matter when I was growing up.



Kashiwagi-Page 8

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Personal Interview*: Uchida, Yoshiko, 1685 Solano, Berkeley , CA 9^?0? 

Flyer with biography: New York,, Atheneum Publishers , 1983*

Authors of Books for Young People , 2nd ed., by Mar tha E. Ward
and Dorothy A*. Marquardt, Metuchen, J. J . , The Scar ecrow Press, 

1971.

Contemporary Authors, Gale Research Company New Revi sion Series, v.6, 
Detroit, The Book Tower, 1982.

Something About the Authors, by Annie Commire, Gale R esearch Company, 
v. 1, The Book Tower, 1971*

Twentith Century Childrens* Writers, D. L. Kirkpatr ick, ed., 2nd ed., 
New York, St. Martins Press, p. 789» 1983*

Computer: Gladis, UCB, Bancroft Library, Berkeley, CA, ����.

Microfiche: Biobase: microfiche/catalist, author/ti tle file #538-23*

Newspaper clipping: Article by Anne Nakao, San Francis co Examiner, 
Sunday, September 29» 1985*

Desert Exile is available at:

Bancroft
Main
Moffitt

In all, there are 59 items available through Bancroft Library. Eventually, all

Books I read:

^  Books at Bancroft; foreign language books

of her books and papers will be sent there.


