
Chapter 31 

THE LATIN AMERICAN INTERNMENT PROGRAM FOR ENEMY ALIENS1 

 

While Panama escaped most of the worst effects of World War 2 and, in some ways, 

benefited economically from the developments that took place, it did have a role in one 

unpleasant (though, to some extent, unavoidable) and somewhat mishandled aspect.  This 

involved the detention and deportation of those whose nationality or origin was of the 

Axis countries.   

 

The obvious and immediate threat from any dangerous enemy national in Panama was 

probably greater than elsewhere in Latin America, and could be said to justify action taken 

in and around the Canal Zone.  However, Panama also played a part as a transit point for 

those interned in, and deported from, their homes in other Latin American states. 

 

As we have seen, a memo dated 27 November 1941 from Commandant 15th Naval District, 

detailing which types of person should be detained was accompanied by lists of – 

• dangerous Axis sympathisers; 

• dangerous Germans; 

• dangerous Italian aliens; and 

• Japanese in the city of Colon, 

and it also recommended that all Japanese should be interned immediately, but that the 

detention of others should be limited to those considered most dangerous2. 

 

During World War 2, the US had 3 separate programmes for the identification, detention 

and repatriation of civilians, such as enemy aliens, considered a potential threat.  Of these 

the best-known is probably that which resulted in the harsh treatment of people of 

 
1  https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/ 
2  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-
Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf  

https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf


Japanese descent, and their wholesale removal from the US West Coast.  The least-known 

is probably that of the State Department’s Special War Problems Division in Latin America. 

 

After the attack on Pearl Harbor, the US Government, hoping to use Japanese Latin 

Americans as exchange prisoners for US prisoners of war (POW), collaborated with Peru 

and other Central and South American countries to round them up and ship them to the 

US.  During the war, an estimated 550 Latin American Japanese were sent to Japan in 

exchange for US POW.  In addition, when the war was over, 900 more were deported to 

Japan, even though they did not want to go.  Neither the administration of President 

Roosevelt nor later Administrations gave an official explanation for the removals and 

internments3. 

 

In the US, the Alien Enemy Act of 1798 provided that, in the event of war, all enemy aliens 

over 14 years of age within the US could be "apprehended, restrained, secured, and 

removed", with a Presidential proclamation.  The US Government had relied on this 

authority in holding Japanese Latin Americans, although its application to those foreign 

nationals brought to the US by the Government is questionable.4 

 

The detention of nationals who were nationals of the Axis states, or were of German, 

Italian or Japanese ethnicity, has already been mentioned.  However, the Program 

resulted, with US arrangements and financial support, in thousands of civilians who were 

legal residents in Central and South American states, and the Caribbean, being interned 

and housed in detention centres, without legal hearings or recourse – in conditions that 

varied, but were often poor or worse. 

 

 
3  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
4  Ibid. 
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj


On 9 December 1941, the US added Japanese to its Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked 

Nationals, which soon included 566 Japanese Peruvian businesses.5 

 

According to a 1998 law review article by Natsu Taylor Saito6, a professor of law at 

Georgia State College of Law, the US had proposed to repatriate all Axis officials who were 

in Latin America in early 1942 — but Peru was to take this plan a step further by also 

compiling lists of civilians it wished to expel.7  

 

Some of the detention centres were run by the US military, or were funded by the US, 

and, in some places, prisons were utilised, while others used hotels (usually where those 

interned had money or influence).  In the case of Ecuador, those involved were simply 

asked to move away from the coast. 

 

The policy reasons for the US programmes are said to be motivated by – 

• national and hemispheric security concerns;  

• economic rivalry over Latin American markets; and 

• gathering captives for potential barter for Americans held by the Axis states. 

 

The programmes had been preceded by secret schemes run by the FBI in the US and the 

intelligence services in Latin America during the 1930s to identify potential security risks, 

over concern that Nazi elements might become a threat, or become established in Latin 

American states8.  A State Department document of February 1941 labelled many German 

groups in Latin America as subversive and claimed that they were “indispensable media 

for the operation of the Nazi system” and that “…virtually all the Reichsdeutschen 

 
5  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
6  https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
7  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711  
8  , The Shadow War: German Espionage and United States Counterespionage in Latin America during World 
War II by Leslie B Rout Jr and John F Bratzel (University Publications of America Inc) 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711


[Germans born in Germany – though the document did concede that this only applied to 

the non-Jewish Germans] in Latin America are sincere supporters of the Nazi regime”9. 

 

THE ECKHARDT FAMILY STORY10 -  Albert Eckardt emigrated to the US from Leonberg, 

Germany and arrived in Ellis Island, New York in 

1894.  He became a naturalised US citizen and lived in 

Brooklyn.  Working on the ships, he eventually reached 

Panama, where he met his wife, Ruth Jankwitz. They 

lived in Limon, then a rather remote village area that 

adjoins Lake Gatun in Panama.  It was a place with dirt 

roads and when it rained had only muddy roads.  The 

Panamanians there were said by Eckardt’s son to have 

lived in thatched-roof houses. The couple’s children 

went to Gatun by boat for schooling, and Gatun was 

where they did most of the family’s 

shopping.  Meanwhile, Albert Eckardt was employed 

dredging channels in Gatun Lake, which formed a part 

of the Canal route, but he died in 1938. 

 

On 16 June 1942, the family was summoned to Panama 

City and subsequently arrested on the 16th June 1942.  

Mrs Eckhardt was allowed to go back for a few 

belongings before being turned over to the US 

authorities of the Immigration and Naturalization 

Service, (INS) and interned in Balboa. 

 

 
9  https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/ 
10  https://gaic.info/eckardt-story/  

https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/
https://gaic.info/eckardt-story/


The family was subsequently removed to the US, to be 

interned with thousands of German Americans, ending 

up in the Crystal City camp in Texas.  In Spring 1944, 

the 2 children were placed in the Lutheran Orphan’s 

and Old Folks Home in Toledo, Ohio. 

 

Mrs Eckhardt and the children never returned to 

Panama. 

 

US officials were instructed to pressure countries to arrest and intern Axis nationals.  In a 

more overt move, at a conference of countries from the Americas in Rio de Janeiro in 

January 1942 (the Third Meeting of the Foreign Ministers of the American Republics, 

which also saw an agreement to break off diplomatic relations with the Axis – although 

Chile did not do so until 194311), at the insistence of the US, an Emergency Advisory 

Committee for Political Defense was set up to monitor what were termed “enemy aliens” 

in Latin America, with registration, surveillance and various restrictions12 – in the same 

way as in the US.  At this time, some – but not all – Latin American states had severed ties 

with the Axis countries and/or entered the war on the side of the Allies. 

 

To give some sense of the impact of Japanese communities in some Latin American states, 

one can look at Brazil.  According to a 1940 census, Brazil had some 250,000 of Japanese 

residents, and many were critical to the country’s agricultural economy.  Consequently, it 

opted for “monitoring” rather than internment, but also banned use of the Japanese 

language and texts. However, in July 1943, the government relocated approximately 4,000 

 
11  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/ Chile feared a Japanese attack and did not 
break relations with Japan until 1943, and did not intern its Japanese population of approximately 1,000. 
12  Such as registration, increasing surveillance, limiting internal travel, and forbidding aliens to have guns 
and transmitters, (though radios without transmitting capacities were also seized).  In addition, 
naturalisation processes were slowed or stopped, and cancellation of citizenship should any naturalised 
citizen exhibit support for the Axis powers. 

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/


Japanese to from the coastal region of Santos-São Paulo area, and others from the 

northern coastal state of Pará were relocated inland to Tomé-Açu in the state13. 

 

18 Central and South American and Caribbean states accepted US funds to implement and 

subsidise detention and deportation programmes14.  13 Latin American countries — 

Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, 

Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, and Peru — are said to have cooperated with the 

US by apprehending, detaining and deporting to the US 2,264 Japanese Latin American 

citizens and permanent residents of Japanese ancestry.  During World War 2, over 2,200 

Japanese from Latin America were held in internment camps run by the INS15 in the US.  

Most of these internees - approximately 1,800 - came from Peru.  An additional 250 were 

from Panama, Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, 

Nicaragua, and Venezuela. 

 

A secret mission carried out by 12 C-47 Skytrain of the 20th Transport Squadron 

transported 220 German, Japanese and Italian prisoners from La Paz, Bolivia, to 

Panama in May 1944.   

 

They were thought to be the remaining agents of the Nazi Abwehr military 

intelligence network in South America16, and had been apprehended by the FBI with 

the help of the Bolivian and Chilean governments and it is believed that some were 

imprisoned for the duration in Panama while others were sent to prisoner of war 

camps in the US.17 

 
13  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/  
14  Notably, Argentina, being more pro-fascist, allowed its German community to remain largely unaffected. 
It did not intern the approximately 6,000 Japanese there. 
15  Immigrationa dn Naturalization Service, then part of the Department of Justice. 
16  Abwehr – meaning “defence” in German (a cover given to this counterintelligence group in order to 
disguise its espionage functions) began as an intelligence arm of the German Army which, in 1928, merged 
with the German Navy’s espionage unit under the Ministry of Defence.  It later evolved into a department 
under the OKW (the High Command of the Armed forces), and the military espionage agency of World War 2 
17  https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm 

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/
https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm


 

German and Japanese women with their children being 
relocated to detention in the US from Panama in 1942 
(Washington National Archives) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Panama, the detention centre was run by the US Army and located at Camp Empire, at 

Balboa in the Canal Zone18.  The offshore island of Taboga was turned into a confinement 

camp for Italians19.  According to the Chicago Daily News in November 1942, 185 Japanese 

were being held as civilian internees in a camp “somewhere in the Canal Zone”, and within 

 
18  Swiss diplomats representing German interests told the US State Department that each successive wave 
of German internees reported similar complaints about conditions and ill treatment at the Camp, as did 
their letters to family members in Germany18. 
19  https://www.newsroompanama.com/opinion/mediawatch-a-wartime-president 

https://www.newsroompanama.com/opinion/mediawatch-a-wartime-president


a larger camp with separate facilities 

for Germans and Italians.  Outside the 

camp, in a former private club, 34 

women and 47 children were said to 

be confined20. 

 

Exact figures are uncertain, but it is 

reported that, for example, that 1,813 

internees were repatriated directly to 

Germany from Central and South 

America.  Numbers were also 

deported from Latin America to be 

interned in the US by the Immigration 

and Naturalization Service (INS) – 

4,058 German21, 2,264 Japanese and 

287 Italians.  Some other nationalities 

and ethnicities would also have also 

been affected (when seen as a 

security concern). 

 

 

Although originally only males were deported, from November 1942, a new 

recommendation was that whole families should be deported.  This followed situations, 

such as in Panama, where wives and children left behind found themselves impoverished 

and a source of anti-American propaganda and resentment.  However, other injustices 

also existed, such as when refugees produced documents to show that they had been in 

concentration camps or had otherwise been persecuted, it was not considered proof of 

 
20  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
21  3,317 of those of German origin were subsequently repatriated to Germany. 

http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/


innocence22 (of the 247 Germans taken to the US from Panama 1941-1945, 30 were 

Jewish, and of these 5 had spent time in Nazi concentration camps).  About 60 Jews were 

amongst a much larger number of Germans, Italians and Japanese transported to the US 

for internment in the Spring of 1942.  Altogether, 81 Jews and 4,707 enemy aliens from 

Latin America were interned in the US during World War 2.23. 

 

It is said that most Latin American nations did not round up Jews, or quickly released 

those taken into custody, but in Panama and British Honduras, the influence of anti-

Semitic officials is said to have made these countries especially eager to include Jews (and, 

in Panama, with the added bonus of then being able to sequestrate their assets and 

businesses).  Additionally, a few Jews from Bolivia, Costa Rica, Honduras, and the 

Dominican Republic ended up interned24. 

 

The Panamanian Government, especially under President Arias Madrid is said to have 

adopted anti-Semitic policies and according to Latin American expert Richard Behrendt, 

fascist and anti-Semitic groups "became very powerful" in Panama - because "some of 

them . . . remained in office" after the Arias Madrid was deposed in 1941, they were in 

positions of power to use the outbreak of the war to harass and intern Jewish refugees".  

Whereas the Panamanian authorities are said to have quickly released local fascists and 

refugees of Czechoslovakian, Polish, and Italian origin they kept German and Austrian Jews 

confined25.  A further difficulty for those affected was that most of the Jewish refugees 

had left Germany and Austria with their families but without funds because of German 

 
22  It is reported that 81 Jews were noted to have been brought to the US from Latin America (Undue 
Process: the Untold Story of American’s German Alien Internees by Arnold Krammer; Maryland: Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishers Inc, 1997). 
23  Jewish Internees in the American South 1942-1945 by Harvey Strum (American Jewish Archives Journal), 
1990: http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf 
They would have remained in internment until the end of the war, but the American Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee and the National Refugee Service learned of their plight and pleaded their case to 
American military and civilian authorities. By the middle of I 943, the US Government reclassified most of 
the 28 American Jewish Archives Jews as internees-at-large who could live outside the camps for the 
duration. 
24  http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf  
25  http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf  

http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf


government restrictions26.  In 1945, none of the refugees wanted to return to Europe, and 

only a few wished to go back to Latin America, because of the manner in which the Latin 

American countries, especially Panama, had rounded them up and expelled them27. 

 

Some level of Nazi activity in Latin America had been reported by US and British 

intelligence pre-war, and the importance of the Panama Canal meant that the US 

authorities felt that they could not countenance any potential risks in Panama, or indeed 

nearby28.  The genuine, realistic risks were amplified by inaccurate reports, misleading 

news stories and misconceptions that ethnicity alone meant that all Germans would 

automatically be regarded as Nazi sympathisers or supporters.  The hysteria or paranoia is 

illustrated by the plots of the black and white Hollywood films mentioned earlier. 

 

As already touched upon, security concerns were not the only driver.  Both for the US, to 

remove potential commercial or economic rivals, and in the Latin American states 

involved, it could be quite convenient to remove or acquire business interests that those 

interned had owned or controlled.  For example, as already mentioned, in Panama in the 

1930s the offshore fishing industry had been largely dominated by the Japanese29.   In 

many cases in Latin America, US companies and interests stepped in to fill gaps.   

 

 
26  For example, Gerhard Schlesinger was arrested in 1938 and sent to Buchenwald. He was released on the 
condition that he leave Germany but, because of the outbreak of the war in 1939 he and his wife, Charlotte, 
had to travel via the Soviet Union and Japan before reaching Panama in September 1940. As another 
example, Fred Kappel was residing in Berlin in 1938 when the Gestapo ordered him to leave Germany within 
a month. After going to Denmark, he obtained a visa for Panama and arrived there in December 1938.  In 
Panama they had to take other kinds of work to support their families - they worked as butlers, labourers, 
and servants. In fact, one refugee served as a servant to the US governor of the Canal Zone.  Once interned, 
most lost their jobs. 
27  http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf 
28  Hence the action against Colombian airline SCDATA mentioned earlier in Chapters 9 and 29. 
29  And it was not just the peoples of the Axis states that were affected by restrictions imposed during the 
war.  In 1941, under President Arias, businesses of Chinese residents who were not naturalised were 
detained.  Many Chinese married transferred their businesses to their wives or children who were 
Panamanian nationals: https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/chinese-panam%C3%A1-also-have-story-
tell%E2%80%A6 

http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/chinese-panam%C3%A1-also-have-story-tell%E2%80%A6
https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/chinese-panam%C3%A1-also-have-story-tell%E2%80%A6


Already, before even entering the war, the US had followed the lead of the British in 

preparing a list of Axis country citizens and businesses to be boycotted, and in June 1941 

the State Department instructed its delegations throughout Latin America to gather 

information for the same purpose.  In July 1941, President Roosevelt declared The 

Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked Nationals, being a list of people and businesses with 

whom or with which the US would no longer do business30 - which also had the effect of 

paving the way for US businesses to take over or supplant backlisted companies.  Much 

more about this blacklist can be found in the Chapter on the Germans and the German 

“threat”.31   

Enemy Alien Clothes and Luggage Transit Tags 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The US State Department, through its Special War Problems Division, coordinated efforts 

to bring Axis nationals from Latin America to the US in wartime32. 

 

 
30  This effectively prevented any company from dealing with them since it, too, would be placed on the list 
if it did so. 
31  Other states produced their own blacklists – for example, see the El Salvador list of May 1942: 
https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf  
32  https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/military-history/texas-world-war-
ii/japanese-german-and-italian  

https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf
https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/military-history/texas-world-war-ii/japanese-german-and-italian
https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/military-history/texas-world-war-ii/japanese-german-and-italian


 

Japanese interned in the Canal Zone (presumably in late 1941/early 1942 at Camp Empire, judging from the 
tents and early-war Brodie helmets of the US troops) 

 

As mentioned earlier, conditions in the detention centres in Panama could be poor, 

particularly at first, when internees were housed in temporary tented accommodation.  In 

fact, in Spring 1944, when the US lodged a formal protest against Japan for its treatment 

of American captives, Japan responded in a letter to the Swiss Legation in Tokyo denying 

ill-treatment of prisoners, and complaining of the treatment of Japanese nationals in US 

custody, and citing the treatment of detainees in Panama in particular33 - 

 

“The Japanese who were handed over to the United States Army by the Authorities 

of Panama at the outbreak of the war were subjected to cruel treatment, being 

obliged to perform the work of transporting square timber, sharpening and 

repairing saws, digging holes in the ground for water closets, mixing gravel with 

cement and so forth. The internment Authorities let the Japanese dig a hole and 

then fill it again immediately, or let them load a truck with mud with their bare 

hands using no tools. Neither drinking water nor any rest was allowed. The 

Japanese who were exhausted and worn were beaten or kicked and all this lasted 

over a month”.34 

 
33  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
34  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 

http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/


 

Japanese Peruvians being transported to US Army 
Internment camps, April 1942 (Photo: US Signal 
Corps)35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After the Japanese held in the camps in the Canal Zone were evacuated to the US, the 

camps were reused to house Peruvian Japanese internees36, who had been detained and 

summarily deported, with the first ship of civilian deportees leaving Callao, near Lima in 

April 1942, carrying Germans, Japanese and Italians37.   

 
35  Oddly, while the Peruvian government severed diplomatic relations with Japan in January 1942, it did not 
actually declare war until 1945 when Allied victory was imminent: 
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&ar
ticle=1186&context=twlj 
36  There had been Japanese immigrants in Peru since 1899, welcomed as labour in the expanding cotton 
and sugar plantations. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-31295270 
37  In May 1940, about 600 Japanese homes and businesses in Lima and Callao were attacked and looted.  
Despite such tensions most Japanese Peruvians were, by this time, deeply rooted in Peru, and the 1940 
census reported 17,598 Japanese immigrants and 8,790 Peruvians citizens of Japanese descent, at least 40% 
of whom were women and children: 
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&ar
ticle=1186&context=twl   

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-31295270
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twl
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twl


 

Japanese migrants gather in Lima, Peru, in December 1941 
(Museum of Japanese Immigration to Peru/AP Photo)38 

Like the Panama-based Japanese before them, it is said that these new occupants spent 

several days or months in confinement, and were forced to work without pay to clear 

jungle and construct living quarters amid the heat and the pouring rains39.   

 

Many who were Japanese citizens had lived in Peru for decades, some for over 40 years, 

and a number had wives and children who were Peruvian citizens.  In 1943, President 

Prado sought US help in permanently removing all Peruvians of Japanese descent.  Indeed, 

In July 1942, the US Ambassador told Washington that President Manuel Prado remained 

“very much interested [in] the possibility of getting rid of the Japanese in Peru”, and asked 

about “additional shipping facilities from the United States”.40 

 

 
38  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711  
39  Ibid. 
40  Ibid. 

https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711


The last ship transporting Japanese Peruvians out of Peru landed in New Orleans on 21 

October 1944.41  

 

When they disembarked in New Orleans, members of the US military led them off the ship 

at gunpoint and forced the internees to strip naked and be sprayed with the insecticide 

DDT (now classified as a carcinogen)42. 

 

The Crystal City camp in Texas saw internees crammed into overcrowded cabins, not 

knowing if they would be sent back to Japan.  Guard towers rose above the 10-feet (3.05 

metres) fence that encircled the perimeter.  80 families could share one community 

bathhouse.  2 schools were set up by the government — one with classes in Japanese and 

another one with classes in English, even though neither language was commonly spoken 

in Peru.  More than 800 of those individuals seized from Latin America were reportedly 

exchanged with Japan for American hostages during the war.  Even after the war ended, 

the Crystal City internment camp was the last to close, on 27 February 194843. 

 

There were 2 exchanges of “hostages” during the war, in 1942 & 1943.  The US had been 

anxious to arrange a third exchange of a further 1,500 prisoners, but the Japanese 

Government's interest seemed to wane as it learned of the US treatment of both Japanese 

Americans and Latin Americans, after the Spanish Embassy in October 1942 transmitted a 

protest from the Japanese Government denouncing the "inhuman treatment given the 

Japanese in Panama".  A Memorandum from the Spanish on 29 May 1944 protested the 

transfer of both Bolivian and Peruvian Japanese.44 

 

 
41https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&
article=1186&context=twlj  
42  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711 
43  Ibid. 
44  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj


Even with the end of the war, internees were not necessarily able to return to their 

former lives or the countries from which they had been removed.  When released from 

detention after the war, the US Government told the remaining 1,400 Japanese Latin 

Americans that they had entered the US illegally and had to leave. 

 

As mentioned earlier, many Japanese deported, via Panama, from Peru could not return 

and a number ended up in defeated, impoverished Japan – despite not knowing the 

country or perhaps even able to speak the language45.  It is said that many Japanese tried 

to return to Peru, only to have their attempts rejected by Peru and, between November 

1945 and June 1946, more than 900 were deported to war-torn Japan, but about 300 

individuals remained to fight their case in the US46.  

 

In 1945, delegates to the Mexico City Conference on the Problems of War and Peace 

agreed that "any person whose deportation was necessary for reasons of security of the 

continent" should be prevented from "further residing in this hemisphere if such 

residence should be prejudicial to the future security or welfare of the Americas".  This 

was followed by the US Presidential Proclamation in September that authorised the 

removal from the Western Hemisphere of enemy aliens "who are within the territory of 

the United States without admission under the immigration laws”.47 

 
45  It is claimed that, of the Latin American Japanese deported to the US, only around 100 were able to 
return to Latin America, whereas around 900 were sent to postwar Japan: 
http://www.campaignforjusticejla.org/history/ 
46  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711 
47  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/  

http://www.campaignforjusticejla.org/history/
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/


 

Aerial view of Crystal City Internment Camp, 
Texas, c.1944-45 (University of Texas at San 
Antonio Libraries Special Collections) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

A Japanese American Joint Board (JAJB) 

had been established following the decision of the US Army in the Continental US to 

recruit soldiers for a segregated combat team from within the internment camps, and the 

decision of the War Relocation Authority (WRA) to encourage Japanese Americans in the 

camps to leave for jobs in the country's interior (and not reside, as many had, on the US 

West Coast).  All those over 17 years old were required to complete a questionnaire 

asking about certain aspects of their national, educational, financial, religious, and cultural 

backgrounds.  The JARB processed the data and produced findings on the loyalty or 

disloyalty of individuals seeking to leave one of the camps, join the military, or work in an 

industry doing sensitive war work48. 

 

While some internees had been repatriated back to their Axis home countries during the 

war, there remained concerns about those who had been leaders of anti-American 

activities, or whose businesses had been taken over or replaced by others.  In his 

September 1945 proclamation, President Truman authorised the (forced) repatriation of 

“dangerous" alien enemies deported to the US during the war.  Those who had been 

deported to the US, including around 18,00 Peruvian Japanese49, were now to be treated 

as illegal aliens.  

 
48  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_American_Joint_Board/  
49  There were also substantial numbers from Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, 
Mexico, Nicaragua, and Venezuela: http://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/  

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_American_Joint_Board/
http://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/


 

However, there were some internees who managed to win court cases against the US 

Government, which was embarrassing, as was the fierce criticism of the judge in one 

particular case50.  Furthermore, some Latin American states wanted their German 

residents (or at least some of them) back. 

Internees being deported back to Japan board a 
ship in Seattle, 24 November 1945 (US National 
Archives) 
 

 

In September 1947, over 2 years after the 

end of the war, the last of the Latin 

American German internees were ordered 

to be released. 

 

 

MORE ON THE PERUVIAN JAPANESE 

 

In 1899, the Sakura Maru had brought the first 790 Japanese immigrants to Peru, landing 

in the port of Callao, just outside Lima.  Peru then welcomed Japanese labour, especially 

for its expanding cotton and sugar plantations.  By 1923, when the labour contracts were 

abolished, emigration companies had brought 17,764 Japanese workers to Peru and the 

following years saw Japanese workers continue to migrate independently.   

 

Rural contract labourers eventually leased land for themselves or moved to the cities, 

where they became household servants, accumulated some capital and eventually 

opened barber shops, grocery stores, restaurants and other commercial ventures.  

However, the success of the Japanese immigrants generated resentment that, intensified 

 
50  For example, Helmuth Sapper, who had been removed from Guatemala, won his case in December 1945: 
https://gaic.info/sapper-story/  

https://gaic.info/sapper-story/


by the depression of the 1930s, led to the official government programme to 'Peruvanize' 

economic activity aimed principally at eliminating Japanese interests and enterprises. 

 

The US Embassy in Lima reported that by the early 1940s Japanese entrepreneurs 

controlled large percentages of the barber shops, bakeries, poultry farms, machine shops 

and glass dealers.  They made most of the buses in Lima, were "prominent" in the 

manufacture of rubber products, hosiery and hats, and were known as the best plumbers, 

carpenters and florists and produced 12.5% of Peru's cotton.51  

 

Peru had briefly considered developing an internment programme of its own but decided 

instead to deport its Japanese to the US.  

 

The Peruvian Government severed diplomatic relations with Japan in January 1942, but 

did not declare war until 1945 when Allied victory was imminent. 

 

In early 1942, the US had proposed repatriating all Axis government officials from the 

Latin American republics through the US, ignoring Peru's request to also take "Axis non-

official women and children and men not of military age or known to have engaged in 

subversive activities".52 

 

The Peruvian police arrested Japanese men without warning, often in pre-dawn raids on 

their homes. In many cases the men were given no time to gather personal items or notify 

their families. They were generally held in local jails, then turned over to US authorities. 

No charges were filed and no hearings held.53  

 

 
51  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
52  Ibid. 
53  Ibid. 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj


Why did the United States go to so much trouble and expense to detain, transport and 

incarcerate nearly 2,000 Japanese Peruvians who were known to be of no danger to 

hemispheric security?  It has been suggested that – 

• US officials may have thought that catering to anti-Japanese sentiment was an 

easy way to obtain Peru's cooperation in the war effort; and 

• US authorities wanted to have Japanese Latin American civilians in their possession 

and control not because these civilians posed any threat but because the US 

wanted hostages to barter for American citizens held in Japanese-occupied 

territories.54 

 

Problems could have been avoided had the US accepted a Japanese proposal in the early 

days of the war to exchange non-officials "without limit as to their number and without 

question of their usefulness for the prosecution of the war".  Instead, the US pursued a 

policy of creating reserves of hostages for exchange.55 

 

While the Japanese Peruvians who had been abducted at the behest of the State 

Department were informed by INS officials on arrival into the US that their entry into the 

US was "illegal".  This Kafkaesque sleight of hand foreshadowed the problems that the 

internees would face both at the end of the war and much later when applying for 

reparations under the Civil Liberties Act of 198856. 

 

In April 1942, the first ship, the Etolin , left Callao with 141 Japanese males on board. 

Nearly all of the deportees were either unmarried or had spouses in Japan and only 1 

deportee was a Peruvian citizen.   The ship picked up Japanese deportees from Colombia 

before heading for San Francisco.  Only a few of these deportees had been on the FBI 

 
54  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
55  Ibid. 
56  Ibid. 
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj


"Proclaimed List".  It is said that the Japanese on this first trip likely believed that they had 

signed up for repatriation to Japan, not internment in the US. 

 

Subsequent trips were made by 3 other ships, which transported Japanese Peruvians from 

Peru to Panama.  These detainees were eventually taken to New Orleans and taken by 

train to internment camps in Texas.  

 

By January 1943, the US Department of Justice could no longer ignore the fact that the US 

was interning people who neither posed a security threat nor, as Peruvian citizens, were 

even enemy aliens.  The Japanese Latin American internees were held by the INS, under 

Justice Department jurisdiction, rather than by the War Relocation Authority (WRA) that 

had been established to oversee the incarceration of Japanese Americans.57 

 

In July 1943, Albert Clattenberg of the State Department, after visiting 3 camps in the US, 

noted that the physical facilities, except the permanent buildings at one (that at 

Seagoville), were significantly worse than those at a US POW camp he had visited in 

Europe.  He worried that the poor conditions in the camps endangered the well-being of 

Americans that were being held by Axis governments and warned that "our Americans in 

Europe stand in momentary danger of ruthless retaliation”.58 

 

In October 1944, the final transport carried twice as many women and children as adult 

men, a stark contrast first group in April 1942.  These "voluntary internees", as the women 

were called, had hoped to reunite with their families in the US. 

 

The last ship transporting Japanese Peruvians arrived in New Orleans on 21 October 1944 

and, by that time, well over 2,000 people had been taken from their homes and their 

 
57  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
58  Ibid. 
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj


homelands and interned in US camps - many of them snatched from their beds or arrested 

without warning at work or in meetings; with others "volunteering" to be repatriated to 

Japan because conditions had become so difficult in Peru and others "volunteering" in 

order to reunite with their families.59 

 

Japanese Latin Americans had lodged their complaints with the Spanish Embassy in the 

US, the designated "protecting power" for the Japanese. Many of the requests, especially 

later in the war, concerned the reunification of families, as the US Justice Department had 

originally sent males and females to different camps, although Crystal City was known as 

the "family internment camp" and in 1948, was the last of the camps to close.  

  

Girls playing by barracks in Crystal City Internment Camp, c.1943 (Institute of Texan Cultyes, USTA) 

 

Peru's decision to cooperate with the US during World War 2 is said to be a result of 

President Manuel Prado's calculated efforts to cultivate favour at home and abroad. By 

riding the wave of anti-Japanese animus in Peru, Prado fostered a lucrative wartime 

relationship with the US.  Peru secured US loans to finance its first steel processing plant 

during World War 2, and was among the leading recipients of lend-lease aid in South 

America.  In exchange, Peru permitted the US to operate an air base at Talara, a strategic 

 
59  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
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location and the westernmost city in all of mainland South America, that US officials had 

hoped would defend against sea-borne attacks to the Panama Canal.  

 

Postwar, Peru refused to accept responsibility for its participation in the deportation-internment 

program, and the first few Japanese Peruvians to return in November 1945, faced a hostile 

environment. No more than 80 Japanese Peruvians returned and only those with Peruvian 

citizenship were permitted to enter.  Ultimately, Peru agreed only to the return of those who 

were born in Peru (the Nisei), naturalised citizens and those who were married to 

Peruvians.60 In fact, Peru continued to prohibit Japanese immigration well into the 1950s. 

 

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/ 

See also: https://jlacampaignforjustice.org/photo-library/ 

 

THE BATTLE FOR JUSTICE IN THE US INTO THE 21st CENTURY61 

 

“I cannot begin... even to call the role of our maimed, mutilated, and missing civil 

liberties, but the United States, more than two years after the war, is holding in 

internment some 293 naturalized Peruvians of Japanese descent, who were taken 

by force by our State and Justice Departments from their homes in Peru”.  

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, December 194762 

 

On 17 May 2021, Politico Magazine published an article on “America’s Forgotten 

Internment”, pointing out that 2,200 Latin Americans of Japanese descent were kept in 

 
60  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
61  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711  
62 Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
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camps in the US during World War 2 and that, even in 2021, they were still seeking 

redress. 

 

It began by relating the story of one resident of California in 2017, who had been brought 

to the US in 1944 as a 13-year-old, having lived in Lima, Peru, having been born there and 

being a Peruvian citizen.  His grandparents had emigrated from Japan to Peru63.  On 1 

March 1944, police had detained the family64 and handed them over to US authorities, to 

be taken as prisoners on a ship bound for New Orleans, a 21-day journey, and thence to 

Camp Crystal in Texas.  He said in 2017 that they had been told that they were being held 

as candidates for a hostage exchange programme. 

 

In 1988, the Civil Liberties Act had awarded US citizens and permanent residents who 

were of Japanese origin $20,000 each, together with a formal apology.  However, those 

from Latin America were not eligible for this compensation scheme65. 

 

The former 13-year-old boy eventually died in 2018 in California, after many decades 

living in the US as a farmworker, an undocumented immigrant, an Army draftee and, a US 

citizen from 1970.  It was 2 years after his death that a report from the OAS Inter-

American Commission on Human Rights declared that the US had violated his right to 

equality under the law when it excluded him, as well as his brothers, from the 1988 

reparations programme. 

 

 
63  Sometime in late 1942, his grandparents became part of the first group of Japanese Latin Americans to be 
detained and taken to Texas: https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-
war-hostages-history-523711   
The grandparents were among some 800 detainees exchanged for US citizens during the war, and the family 
never saw them again. 
64  In 1944, having seen the US ships arriving in port, his father did what others had done and went into 
hiding.  When the Peruvian police came to the family’s house, the mother refused to reveal her husband’s 
location, so she was taken to jail instead, with her 11-year-old daughter.  However, the rest of the family 
soon surrendered, and were taken into custody. 
65  They later received some compensation through a court settlement in 1998, but the sum was so much 
lower ($5,000) and the apology seen as being so formulaic that some decided not to accept. 

https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711


The OAS report made 2 recommendations – 

• reparations, including monetary compensation; and 

• full disclosure of any information the US Government had relating to the 

internment of Japanese Latin Americans. 

 

The US Government did not respond to the report initially, but in 2021 the State 

Department pointed out that the US had not ratified the 1969 convention that had 

created the OAS Commission – and hence any recommendations made by it were not 

binding on the US Government66. 

 

 
66  However, the Commission had said in its report that it had analysed the legal claims under the OAS 
Charter, which the US had ratified in 1951. 


