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The Crew is Still Up There, Sergio A. Poveda

The Tale of a Strong Family
Jaymie-Rae Martin

     Back home in Hawai’i, just about everyone knows about the 1941 
bombing of Pearl Harbor. Of course we would. It happened on one of our 
islands. It’s a part of our personal history so we should know about it. On 
the North American continent, however, it’s a known event that could be 
looked up in a history book, if desired. It’s not something that mainlanders 
know off the top of their head. I suppose it’s not that surprising. I should 
be satisfied with the fact that mainlanders know it’s what hurled the United 
States into World War II. 
     At the time, Hawai’i was not a state of the US. It wasn’t declared a 
state until 1959, but the US Pacific fleet was there, and it was an easy 
target for the Japanese. The US knew of Japan’s imminent attack and 
did nothing to increase the security. When a large group of aircraft were 
spotted flying towards the island, the naval base thought it was their men 
as they were expecting such a group to arrive. Thus, they sounded no 
alarm to warn people before the attack started. The barrage lasted for 
two hours and resulted in nearly 20 American vessels plus 200 airplanes 
being destroyed. More than 2,000 American soldiers and sailors died, and 
over 1,000 were wounded. After the attack, President Franklin Roosevelt 
declared war on the Japanese, and thus, the US became involved with 
WWII. However, that day, it wasn’t just American soldiers whose lives 
were lost or ruined. Local civilians were also hurt and killed, and the 
Americans discriminated against and distrusted the Japanese-American 
families. One of those families was my grandmother’s.
     My great-grandmother Toyo Nitani, whom I call Baban, was born and 
raised in Yamaguchi, Japan. She was 19 years old when she was given a 
picture of a Japanese man living in Hawai’i, and she was then told that he 
would be her husband. At the beginning of the 20th century, photography 
modernized the tradition of arranged marriages in Asia. In place of 
face-to-face meetings, families, and matchmakers used photographs 
to introduce prospective couples living in different parts of the country 
or even across the ocean. Between 1907 and 1924, more than 20,000 
young Japanese, Okinawan, and Korean women journeyed to Hawai’i 
to become the wives of men they knew only through photographs and 
letters. They were called “picture brides.” Perhaps it was love at first 
sight, or perhaps my Baban believed in the tradition of parents choosing 
a suitable life-partner for her, but she was one of just a handful of women 


