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T
he Japanese American Citizens

League (JACL), the largest Asian-

American civil-rights organization

in the United States, has played a

significant role in defending civil rights

and spearheading anti-oppression action

since its founding in 1929.

From its inception, women have played

a pivotal role in JACL’s mission to fight

against discrimination, as evidenced by

the latest Special Collections exhibit at

Portland State University’s Millar Li-

brary.

Beyond Convention: Women of the

Portland Japanese American Citizens

League showcases the impact of several

women presidents of JACL’s Portland

chapter, including Mary Minamoto,

Kimiko Tambara, and Miyuki “Miki”

Yasui of the famed Yasui family of Hood

River. The exhibit brings together the

trappings of Portland JACL history —

including records, letters, scrapbooks,

photographs, ephemera, and more — in a

way that makes it accessible to those

passing by in the Millar Library.

The historical activity of the JACL

Portland Chapter is evident in the sheer

volume of materials housed by the Special

Collections department at PSU. One of the

challenges archivists faced was organizing

and cataloguing the JACL records then

placing the materials in alphanumeric or

chronological order. Through the dedica-

tion and hard work of the Special

Collections staff, the contents were

organized into nine series — “Administra-

tion and Officers,” “Conventions,” “Publi-

cations,” “Reparations and Redress,”

“Resolution Number 7,” “Scrapbooks,”

“Audiovisual,” “Photographs,” and

“Ephemera” — each with their own date

ranges spanning between 1930 and 2008.

There’s a noticeable four-year gap in the

collection. From May 15, 1942 to February

1946, the forced internment of Japanese

Americans put a temporary stop to JACL

activity. Some of the most interesting

materials in the collection are from either

side of this period of limbo. In the months

leading up to the mandate, JACL national

headquarters distributed information

about the evacuation. One bulletin dated

April 22, 1942 reminding farmers to settle

their agricultural affairs concluded with

this alarming line: “The evacuation

program will not stop for anyone.”

Following Japanese internment, Mary

Minamoto was a driving force in

reactivating the JACL. Born in Olympia,

Washington, she spent her high school

years in Beaverton and Hillsboro. During

the war, she was interned along with other

Portland-area Japanese Americans at

Minidoka in Idaho. She held several JACL

officer positions between 1946 and 1953,

including corresponding secretary, second

vice president, and president.

In her time with JACL, Minamoto

helped restore the Portland Chapter,

founded and edited the JACL newsletter

“Portland Hi-Lites,” and liaisoned with the

Red Cross when the 1948 Vanport flood

devastated the homes of area Japanese-

American families.

In the several years following the

internment, serving as a JACL officer

proved to be a tough job. A candid letter

dated January 20, 1949 from Minamoto to

JACL chairman Jimmy Mizote reveals her

desire to scale down her role with the

chapter. Citing competing priorities and

bureaucratic headaches as sources of

stress, she wrote: “… for heavens sake, let

me out of the president’s chair.” Despite

occasional frustrations, she continued to

serve for another year.

Kimiko Tambara served as president in

1958 and 1959. Many years before her

leadership role in the organization,

Tambara participated in the 1941 JACL

oratorical contest. Her submission, “I

Fought for America,” urged Japanese

Americans to resist and dispel the growing

prejudice against them.

Miyuki “Miki” Yasui help lead the

organization in 1980 and 1981 as

co-president with her husband, Dr. Homer

Yasui, after joining Portland JACL in

1969. Miki was also involved in planning

the 23rd Biennial National JACL Conven-

tion held in Portland in 1974, only the

second time the event took place in the

Rose City.

Throughout the organization’s history,

JACL has been committed to extending a

message of anti-discrimination across race

lines to other oppressed groups in the

community. When anti-gay amendment

Ballot Measure 9 was proposed by the

conservative Oregon Citizens Alliance

group in 1992, JACL drafted a resolution

against it. The file copy of the typed

resolution read: “Japanese Americans are

well aware of the dangers of government

discrimination and disregard of a people’s

civil rights ... be it resolved that the

Portland chapter of the Japanese

American Citizens League opposes

passage of Ballot Measure No. 9 ...”

The resolution made JACL one of the

first civil-rights organizations in the

United States to openly support gay rights.

JACL’s support of the LGBTQ (lesbian,

gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer)

community continues to this day. Just last

year, Portland JACL partnered with

LGBTQ advocacy group Basic Rights

Oregon to begin collecting signatures in

support of a ballot measure allowing

same-sex marriage in Oregon.

Beyond Convention: Women of the

Portland Japanese American Citizens

League is on display through March 21 in

the hallway outside room 180 at PSU’s

Millar Library, located at 1875 S.W. Park

Avenue in Portland. For more information,

or to verify library hours, call (503) 725-

5874 or visit <www.library.pdx.edu/hours.

html>. Parts of the collection can also be

viewed online at <www.archives.pdx.edu/

archon/?p=collections/controlcard&id=12

8>. For specific research needs, call the

Special Collections department at (503)

725-9883 or e-mail <specialcollections@

lists.pdx.edu>.
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2013 Exemplary Community Volunteer Award Recipient:

APACC

The Asian Pacific American Chamber of Commerce (APACC) of Oregon and

Southwest Washington was formed in March of 2009 by Ping Khaw-Sutherland,

Peter Sabido, Sophorn Cheang, and H.Q. La to continue the support of community

and local commerce started by its predecessor organizations, the Asian Business

Club and the Asian American Business Alliance. It serves as a resource for

members to network and to market products and services, and brings together

representatives from all types of businesses to create support for the economic

development and prosperity of the Asian Pacific American community. The group,

consisting of about 64 members and 800 subscribers, has presented workshops, a

small-business conference, networking events, talks by successful businesspeople,

a fundraiser for the Asian American Youth Leadership Conference (AAYLC), a free

tax-assistance program, a professional and cultural trade show for the Asian

American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and

queer (LGBTQ) communities, and more. APACC also has an ongoing initiative, the

API Liaison program, which brings AAPI community groups and organizations

together to build a better and stronger coalition. To learn more, visit <www.apacc-

or.org>.

The Asian Reporter Foundation is accepting nominations

for its 2014 “Exemplary Community Volunteer” awards.

The recognition banquet will be held Thursday,

April 17, 2014 at northeast Portland’s TAO Event Center.

Nomination forms and award guidelines are available

for download at <www.ARFoundation.net>.

The nomination deadline is Wednesday, March 19, 2014 at 5:00pm.

BEYOND CONVENTION. Beyond Convention:

Women of the Portland Japanese American Citizens

League, an exhibit highlighting the pivotal roles

women have played in the Portland Japanese Ameri-

can Citizens League (JACL) since its inception, is on

view through March 21 at Portland State University’s

Millar Library. The display draws on PSU’s collection

of historical records from the JACL. Pictured are the

1940 JACL National Convention chairs, including Mary

Minamoto (back row, second from left). The 1940

convention was the first time the national convention

was held in Portland. (Photo courtesy of Portland

JACL Records, Portland State Library Special Collec-

tions)
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Celebrate the

Year of the Horse!
January 31, 2014 to February 18, 2015

Read our special Lunar

New Year edition online at

<www.asianreporter.com>.


