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Photo by Clem Albers:    “A young evacuee of Japanese ancestry waits with the family baggage before leaving by bus for an assembly center in the spring of 1942." California, April 1942. (Source: National Archives II: Photo No. 210-G-2A-6).
Abstract
      Clement Albers was the quintessential “anonymous” newspaper photographer when he left the San Francisco Chronicle after the Pearl Harbor attacks to join the War Relocation Authority (WRA), photographing the evacuations and internment of Japanese-Americans on the West Coast.  Albers, who began his career as a sports and aerial stunt photographer, produced many of the poignant, anti-militaristic photographs of the early internment period.  He focused on Japanese-American families, especially women, children, and young male college students, as they arrived by buses and trains to temporary quarters at the Santa Anita Race Track and Salinas, Calif. assembly centers. Much of his work was impounded
 by the U.S. Army and WRA, going un-credited until the late 1960s and 1970s, when photo exposés of internment emerged in the popular press. Some of Albers’ internment photography was possibly misattributed to fellow WRA photographer Dorothea Lange.  In addition, his wartime photography was completely unknown to Chronicle colleagues until one of them discovered his credit line 30 years later in a popular book.
  

    Today, Albers is recognized as one of the leading photo documentarians of the internment period. Yet he is also among the least studied or understood.  Why did he escape the notoriety that other WRA and independent internment photographers In this paper, I argue that Albers’ training as a press photographer—his eye for the quick news shot and ironically staged human scene -- helped him capture internees’ spontaneous emotional life and range of work activities while avoiding the temptation to focus on Japanese-Americans as “victims” and even “heroic art objects,” as other photographers, notably Lange and Ansel Adams, did. 
   Albers, whose time at WRA was short-lived, walked a fine line between public agency “acceptability” and a more nuanced social critique.
   He was among the most culturally astute of San Francisco photographers, having captured the Japanese community during its heyday and quick devolution.  Albers’ personal reluctance to seek publicity, along with his unflinching portrayals of Japanese-American resiliency in the midst of a massive uprooting may account for tardy public responses to otherwise brilliant work.
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Internment in context:  WRA impounded this Albers photo of a Japanese-American World War I veteran surrendering in full-dress uniform to an internment clerk at Santa Anita Assembly Center, 1942.
I:  Prelude to the War  
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Photo by Clem Albers, April 2, 1942: “Evacuees on their way to clear land of brush at the Manzanar Relocation Center.” Source: WRA, cited in Conrat & Conrat, 1972.
      In the early 1930s Clement Albers was a journeyman San Francisco Bulletin photographer who thought nothing of hanging out of airplanes to shoot the construction of the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge and The Golden Gate Bridge.  He relied on fast carrier pigeons to scoop a rival newspaper during baseball season, and was known to have invented a hidden camera which he strapped to his pants leg and smuggled into San Quentin to capture a prison execution (“Clement Albers – News Photographer,” 1990).

      But in the months following the Japanese invasion of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, Clem Albers was loaned or commissioned as a photographer to the War Relocation Authority (WRA), the federal group in charge of the Pacific Coast evacuation and internment of 110,000 citizens and aliens of Japanese ancestry (Robinson, 2002). Albers, who once focused on breaking news and lighter features for the Bulletin and later, The San Francisco Chronicle  (Fong, 2008),  was assigned to photograph the arrival, by buses and trains, of thousands of Japanese-American women, children, old men, and college students at the Santa Anita Park Assembly Center in Arcadia, CA. Though the Japanese-Americans had committed no crime, and more than two-thirds were native born American citizens
, they were about to begin prison sentences in concentration camps behind barbed wire, located in the most desolate parts of the western United States and Arkansas. Their confinement under American military armed guard would last not a matter of months, but years.  

     Albers was one of several photographers assigned to capture the resettlement and internment of the Japanese-Americans.  Others included the highly regarded art photographers Dorothea Lange, Ansel Adams, and Toyo Miyatake, a Los Angeles –based professional photographer who was interned along with his family at Manzanar, a Japanese-American prison camp located at the foot of the east Sierra Nevadas of California (Robinson 2002; Armor, Wright & Hersey, 1988).  Though Albers’ work was rarely published and certainly not as well known as some of these colleagues’, his starkly composed black and white photographs provide both contextual documentation and insight into the life and heart of the wartime internment experience. Specifically, Albers’ portrayals of the families inhabiting Santa Anita, Salinas (both assembly centers), and the permanent internment camps at Manzanar (Ca), Poston (Az), and Tule Lake (Ca) offer a deeply sardonic view of the US military and Japanese-American community interactions of that period, as though the photographer were speaking in a dual sign language that illustrated in every frame the iniquity of the U.S. government position. His photos of women and children, especially, are heartbreaking, even as they suggest liveliness, courage, and moments of joy -- including ‘forced’ or ‘rehearsed’ joy. In the context of what historian and novelist John Hersey called a “mistake of terrifically horrible proportions….the bitterest national shame of the Second World War for the sweet land of liberty: the mass incarceration, on racial grounds alone, on false evidence of military necessity, and in contempt of their supposedly inalienable rights, of an entire class of American citizens” (Armor, Wright, & Hersey, 1988, p. 9), Albers produced a permanent record of Japanese-American courage and ‘can-do’ spirit.   In many respects, his photojournalistic style provides a counterbalance of real-life context and moment-to-moment action, in stark contrast to other photographers’ focus on the Japanese-Americans as “victims” and even “heroic art objects.”
  Certainly not all, but many of Albers’ portraits and group photos, panoramic scenes of the camps, along with “action” shots showing the Japanese-Americans in the midst of evacuation and internment labor, describe very accurately the day-to-day cruelties and pragmatics of the internment period.  He depicts the Japanese-Americans just as he encounters them: gathering their bundles, waiting in lines for papers and inoculations, traveling by buses and trains to their new quarters, then settling in as best they can to sloppily converted horse stables and barracks made of plywood and tar paper (Richardson, 2008), all of them surrounded by watch towers and armed Caucasian-American soldiers carrying guns.  In one photo (see below) of a gathering of internees waiting for a bus to the Salinas Assembly Center, Albers even captures an iconic American symbol of war – a Navy recruitment hero on a poster, the heroic Caucasian male officer – and turns the message around:  You too can be recruited for war prison camps if you are born to the ‘wrong’ race.   The expressions of the waiting Nisei children and their parents project bemusement, uncertainty, and dread.
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Clem Albers, 3/31/42

Salinas, Calif.—“Evacuees of Japanese ancestry waiting for the bus to the Salinas Assembly Center.” Source: National Archives II; Calisphere.

  [image: image5.jpg]



Evacuation in California 1942: Clem Albers

    Albers’ imagery sets a different tone from Toyo Miyatake’s
  breathtaking landscapes and Adams’s and Lange’s more intensely personal portraiture (for which they are most famous).  It is certainly fair to say these other artists framed the Japanese-American imprisonment as a symbolic expression of heaven and hell, a heroic and often tragic struggle between people of color and their falsely heroic captors.
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Toyo Miyatake: Manzanar.  

 Source:  Robinson, 2002
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 Toyo Miyatake: “Infinite Shades of Grey”: source http://www.janmonline.org/mediaarts/projects/toyo.html (retrieved November 29, 2008)
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Tom Kobayashi, Landscape, Manzanar Relocation Center, California / photograph by Ansel Adams. Source: http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/collections/anseladams/images/anseladams_key.jpg
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   July 1942, photos by Dorothea Lange     

Albers, by contrast, was more spontaneous and journalistic in his approach. He shot with a standard 4” X 5” Speed Graphic camera equipped with a rapid film changer magazine, rangefinder, and viewfinder that was used by most press photographers at the time (Robinson, 2002).  He did little experimentation with light. Instead, he shot people in the midst of coping with systems and landscapes marked by war: railroad tracks and farmland piled high with bundles and luggage, a single Japanese girl sitting on top of her bags; rows of drab and urine-soaked horse stalls that substituted for barracks; Japanese-American laborers walking through fields coated in dust as a lone American GI stands guard.  Unlike Lange or Adams, he captured his subjects in the workmanlike fashion of a daily newspaper photographer on assignment with not much time to spare.  His best work was candid and unposed.  

� Censored WRA photographs are marked “impounded” but are mixed now with Albers uncensored collection in National Archives II: Photo No. Box 210.  Karen J. Leong’s essay, “Envisioning a Usable Past,” notes that both Dorothea Lange and Clem Albers’ WRA photography was censored – “particularly those depicting the reality of armed guards supervising the evacuees.”  In:  Stewart, T. (2008). Placing Memory: A Photographic Exploration of Japanese American Internment (B. Byron Price, Ed. University of Oklahoma Press: Norman., p. 27.





� Albers’ photographs have become widely publicized on the National Archives II website.  In addition, his photos are displayed in Calisphere, a digital collection of the Japanese American internment at the University of California Berkeley.  �HYPERLINK "http://www.calisphere.universityofcalifornia.edu/themed_collections/subtopic5e.html"�http://www.calisphere.universityofcalifornia.edu/themed_collections/subtopic5e.html�. Albers’ photographs also emerged in the Executive Order 9066: The Internment of 110,000 Japanese Americans (Los Angeles: California Historical Society, 1972).  They have since been published in several other books.  The photograph appearing above, “A young evacuee of Japanese ancestry waits with the family baggage before leaving by bus for an assembly center in the spring of 1942" (Source: National Archives II: Photo No. 210-G-2A-6), is one of the “banner” photos of the National Archives II website.  Ironically, virtually no explication of his iconic photographs has been attempted.





� Comparative photos showing starkly different approaches and styles from different internment photographers are readily available in the WRA photo collection of National Archives II, along with the digital collections at the Calisphere which feature the photography of Dorothea Lange, Ansel Adams, Russell Lee, Toyo Miyatake, Albers, and others. The photographs of Lange and Adams, in particular, lionize the Japanese Americans as silently suffering heroes and victims.





� The WRA Office of Reports, the public relations arm of the agency, was evidently active in “spinning” this story to the press.  I have undertaken an examination of the WRA’s correspondence and memos regarding the positioning of the internment experience to American magazines and newspapers of that period.  The Office was cognizant of producing positive messages, although surviving correspondence does not indicate a set of “directives” to the internal WRA photographic staff.  I have assembled evidence of restrictions from the memoirs of Dorothea Lange and other sources documented in the full text of this paper.





� The actual number of internees and the percentage of them Nisei, or native born Japanese-American, is controversial . John Hersey, writing a commentary entitled “A Mistake of Terrifically Horrible Proportions,” in John Armor and Peter Wright’s book, Manzanar (New York: Times Books, 1988)  puts the total number at 125,000 in the coastal tier of states, and “seven out of ten of them, having been born there, were full-fledged citizens of the United States, yet no distinction between alien and native was made among those summoned to control stations” (p. 3).  Donald Pike and Roger Olmsted, writing an essay entitled “The Japanese in California” in Maisie and Richard Conrat’s authoritative book of photography, Executive Order 9066: The Internment of 110,000 Japanese Americans (Los Angeles: California Historical Society, 1972), uses the 110,000 figure.  Journalism historian Brian Thornton (“Heroic Editors in Short Supply During Japanese Internment,” Spring/Summer 2002, AEJMC Newspaper Research Journal, 23: 2,3, p. 110)  notes that some estimates are as high as 140,000, although 120,000 is “commonly used.”  See his article for other references on the Japanese-American intern experience.





� Comparative photos from different internment photographers are readily available in the WRA photo collection of National Archives II, along with several digital collections at the National  Archives Calisphere, from the University of California Berkeley, http://www.calisphere.universityofcalifornia.edu/themed_collections/subtopic5e.html, 


featuring the work of Dorothea Lange, Ansel Adams, Russell Lee, Toyo Miyatake, and others, shows stark contrasts in points of view.





� An excellent source on Toyo Miyatake’s work is the Japanese-American Museum Media Arts Center, which devotes many pages to the biography and photography of Miyatake at �HYPERLINK "http://www.janmonline.org/mediaarts/projects/toyo.html"�http://www.janmonline.org/mediaarts/projects/toyo.html�.  The photographer is also featured in Gerald Robinson’s excellent 2002 work, Elusive Truth: Four Photographers at Manzanar (Nevada City, CA: Carl Mautz Publishing), which includes assembled biographical material on Albers based on direct interviews with Pulitzer-Prizing winning photographer Joe Rosenthal, Albers’ colleague at the San Francisco Chronicle.
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