Finding Your Japanese Roots
in the U.S. and in Japan

Linda Harms Okazaki

PART 1: RESEARCH IN THE UNITED STATES

10.

11.

12.

13.

Start with yourself and work backwards in time.
Gather your tools.

Create a pedigree chart, starting with yourself, your parents, and your grandparents. Fill in what you
know and add to it as you gather more information.

Create a family group sheet for every married couple on your pedigree chart. Fill in what you know
and add to it as you gather more information.

Gather your treasures. Ask about items your relatives might have. Look for old passports, letters and
envelopes with return addresses, naturalization papers, anything written in Japanese.

Talk to the oldest living relatives. Take notes or record the interview. Bring artifacts and treasures
with you to help spur their memory. Ask if they have any memorabilia. Be prepared to photograph
or scan any items.

Keep track of the information you are collecting either in a research log, notebook, or computer
program.

Collect vital records. These are the birth, marriage, and death records of each person on your
pedigree chart. If you are able, start collecting data on the individuals in your family group sheets,
too.

Look for census records. The federal government started keeping track of the population in 1790,
but very few nikkei are in the census before 1880. Start with 1940, and then go back until you arrive
at your immigrant ancestor. Census records can have important clues for finding additional records.
Be sure to look for year of immigration, citizenship status. Remember to follow clusters of families.

Other important resources include immigration and passenger records, land records, newspapers,
Social Security applications, military records (including WW!I draft registration cards and MIS
database), and cemeteries.

Internment Camp records are rich with biographical information. In terms of individuals, only WRA
Internee Data Files and U.S. Final Accountability Rosters are available online. The actual case files
must be ordered from the National Archives. If your family was in a WRA camp, you should order a
file for each person. If your ancestor was in a Department of Justice camp, an Enemy Alien case file
may exist. Names can be searched online through National Archives. There will also be a separate
file for each family member who received reparations.

Assembly Center Records can be viewed on microfilm at the National Archives in College Park, MD,
and in San Bruno, CA. Some films are missing.

Assembly Center Newspapers and WRA Camp Newspapers can be found on Ancestry.com,
Densho.org, and the Library of Congress. Both sets are available through the National Archives.
Camp newspapers have also been added to the subscription site GenealogyBank.com.
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14. Not all Picture Brides have case files. Those files that do exist are from California and Hawai‘i. They
are located at the National Archives in San Bruno and are indexed on Ancestry.com as “California,
Chinese Arrival Case Files Index, 1884-1940.”

15. If your immigrant ancestor was living in the U.S. in August 1940, he or she likely has an AR-2 (Alien
Registration form), which can be ordered through USCIS. If he or she was living in the US in 1944,
there may be an A-File, or a C-File for those who later became naturalized citizens. The earliest files
have been released to the National Archives. Check archives.gov and search for your immigrant by
name. If located, place the order for the A-file by email. If you cannot locate your ancestors by
name, place an online index search with the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services.

PART 2: RESEARCH IN JAPAN

1. Review all of your clues. In order to proceed, you will need to know the name of the village or city
where your immigrant ancestor originated.

2. You should know how to write your family name in kanji.

3. You are entitled by law to receive a copy of your family koseki, if you can prove your direct lineage to
the person listed on the document. Use all of the information you have already gathered to prove
your relationship to your immigrant ancestor.

4. Find the municipal office which corresponds to your ancestral village either online or in the Zenkoku
Shichosan Yoran. Many rural communities have merged or changed names. Most city offices have
the information online. Google translate is helpful.

5. Place an order for your koseki tohon through the city office. Each office has its own form but the
process is similar throughout the country. You can also hire a researcher to do this for you or
contact the Family History Center in Tokyo for assistance.

6. Translating old kanji can be tricky. There are many translation services available and hiring a
professional translator is recommended.

7. Once you have the first koseki translated, you may have enough information to order more, such as
those of the maternal lines.

8. Kakoché are Buddhist death records, which are often held at the family home and/or temple. These
records usually have posthumous names along with the date of death or burial; sometimes given
names are included, especially with newer documents.

9. Don’t let the language stop you! Take a journey, either through research or in person.
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Useful Websites for Nikkei Research
URLs valid as of 8 May 2020

Ancestry.com

www.ancestry.com

Documents related to Nikkei include immigration records, census records, WRA Final Accountability
Rosters, guardianship records, Japanese-American Internee Data File

Angel Island Immigration Station Foundation

www.aiisf.org
Informational assistance but no primary records

Alien Files (A-Files)
https://www.archives.gov/research/immigration/aliens

Bancroft Library
http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/
Numerous primary sources

Bishop Museum Library/Archives
https://www.bishopmuseum.org/
Index to archival database can be viewed online; numerous archival holdings

Calendar Conversion
http://www.yukikurete.de/nengo calc.htm

California Digital Newspaper Collection
http://cdnc.ucr.edu/cgi-bin/cdnc

California State Library

Confinement and Ethnicity: National Park Service Book (online and in print)
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/active learning/explorations/japanese internment/confinement eth
nicity nps sm.pdf

California State University Japanese American Digitization Project
http://digitalcollections.archives.csudh.edu/digital/collection/p16855coll4

Cyndi’s List
http://www.cyndislist.com/us/
A cross referenced list of all things genealogy

Densho
www.densho.org
Free online archive of data and images pertaining to internment camps, based in Seattle

Family History Center in Tokyo (not just for Tokyo)
JapaneseSupport@familysearch.org

5-10-30 Minami Azabu Minato-ku

Tokyo 106 JAPAN

Phone: 011 (81) 3-3440-2764
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FamilySearch

www.familysearch.org

Check catalog for microfilm holdings, many in Japanese language. Search by state, country, or use the
“wiki,” similar to Wikipedia but for genealogy

Find a Grave
www.FindaGrave.com
Free online database of cemetery information

Hawai‘ian State Archives

http://ags.hawaii.gov/archives/

Includes online digital archive of pre-1900 immigration cards.

Onsite holdings include passenger manifests, marriage records, court records, Hawai‘an census

Hawai‘ian Sugar Plantation Archive
http://www2.hawaii.edu/~speccoll/hawaiihspa.html

Honolulu County Genealogical Society
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~hihcgs/

Japan Children’s Rights Network (lots of useful information for genealogists)
http://www.crnjapan.net

Japanese American National Museum

www.janm.org
Numerous primary records and extensive library.

Japanese American Relocation Digital Archive (JARDA)
http://www.calisphere.universityofcalifornia.edu/jarda/
Digital photos and documents pertaining to the internment camp experience

Japanese Cultural Center of Hawai’i
http://www.jcch.com

Archival collections, oral histories, historic photos.
Catalog is searchable online. Some translation services

Library of Congress
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/internment/
Many photos, educational resources, online digital newspapers, ethnic newspaper onsite

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tokyo, Japan

https://www.mofa.go.ijp/

Website is in English. Research Room includes microfilm of passport applications. Bring passport for
identification

National Archives and Records Administration
www.Archives.gov
Internment camp files, camp newspapers, photos, Department of Justice Case Files

National Association of Japanese Canadians
http://www.najc.ca/

National Japanese American Historical Society
https://www.njahs.org/
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Online Archive of California

http://www.oac.cdlib.org/

Access to finding aids for manuscripts, photos, other materials held in libraries, museums, archives,
institutions across California

Translation/Dictionary

http://iisho.org (English, Japanese, Romaji, Kanji dictionary)
http://translate.google.com/#

United States Department of Homeland Security
http://www.ice.gov/foia/

Information regarding Freedom of Information Act and Privacy Act

United States Immigration and Naturalization Services

WWW. USCis.gov

A-files and C-files. Place an index search first (520 per name), then place an order for the file. Check the
National Archives first to make sure the A-file has not been released to Kansas City or San Bruno. Onsite
library available for research by appointment. Numerous online descriptive pamphlets including:
http://www.uscis.gov/history-and-genealogy/genealogy/files-numbered-below-8-million

University of Hawai‘i at Manoa
http://manoa.hawaii.edu/library/research/collections/archives/manuscript-collections/hawaii-war-
records-depository/

Assorted War Records

University of Southern California Digital Library
http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/

University of Washington: Japanese Americans in the Pacific Northwest
http://guides.lib.uw.edu/research/nikkei

Washington State University: Japanese American Internment During WWII
https://content.libraries.wsu.edu/digital/

Wayne Collins Papers
http://pdf.oac.cdlib.org/pdf/berkeley/bancroft/m78 177 cubanc.pdf
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Jackson, David M., assisted by Jean White. Finding Your Ancestors in British Columbia. Canada: Heritage Productions: 2004.

Kashima, Tetsuden. Judgment Without Trial: Japanese American Imprisonment During World War Il. Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2003.

Kikumura-Yano, Akemi, ed. Encyclopedia of Japanese Descendants in the Americas. Walnut Creek: Alta Mira Press, 2002.
Lee, Erika and Judy Yung. Angel Island: Immigrant Gateway to America. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010.
Loos-Noji, Pamela. “Researching Your Japanese American Ancestors.” NGS Magazine. Vol. 36 No. 2 (2010): 27-30.

Nakane, Chie. Japanese Society: A Practical Guide to Understanding the Japanese Mindset and Culture. Tokyo: Tuttle
Publishing, 1970.

Niiye, Brian, ed. Japanese American History: An A-Z Reference from 1868 to the Present. New York: Facts on File, 1993.
Okazaki, Linda Harms. “Ancestral Footsteps. The Okazaki Family.” The California Nugget. Vol. 5 No. 1 (2013): 4-9.
Okazaki, Linda Harms. Finding Your Japanese Roots. 2020.

Riley, Karen L. Schools Behind Barbed Wire: The Untold Story of Wartime Internment and the Children of Arrested Enemy
Aliens. Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield Publishing, Inc. 2002.

Russell, Jan Jarboe. The Train to Crystal City. New York: Scribner. 2015.

Saiki, Patsy Sumie. Early Immigrants in Hawaii. Hawaii: Japanese Cultural Center, 1993.

Sarahsohn, Eileen Sunada. Issei Women: Echoes from Another Frontier. California: Pacific Books, 1997.
Smith, Jessie Carnie. Ethnic Genealogy: A Research Guide. Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1983.

Spickard, Paul. Japanese Americans: The Formation and Transformation of an Ethnic Group. New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 2009.

Stanley, Jerry. | Am an American: A True Story of Japanese Internment. New York: Crown Publishers, 1994.

Tamura, Linda. Nisei Soldier Break Their Silence: Coming Home to Hood River. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2012.
Tataki, Ronald. A History of Asian Americans: Strangers from a Different Shore. New York: Back Bay Books, 1989.

Ten Visits: Accounts of Visits to All the Japanese American Relocation Centers. Japanese American National Museum, 1999.
Turnbull, Stephen. Samurai Heraldry. Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2002.
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Zenkoku Shichosan Yoran [Directory of Merged Cities and Villages in Japan]. Reprinted annually by Japanese Government.
Order online. Also available at various Japanese American organizations and the Family History Library in Salt Lake City.

Bibliography for General Genealogy

Berry, Kenyatta D. The Family Tree Toolkit. Delaware: Skyhorse Publishing, 2018.

Bettinger, Blaine T. The Family Tree Guide to DNA Testing and Genetic Genealogy. Ohio: Family Tree Books, 2019.
Levenick, Denise. How to Archive Family Keepsakes. Ohio: Family Tree Book, 2012.

Levenick, Denise. How to Archive Family Photos. Ohio: Family Tree Book, 2015.

Smith, Drew. Organize Your Genealogy. Ohio: Family Tree Book, 2016.

Bibliography for Writing Your Family History
Barnes, Nancy. Stories to Tell. California: Self-published, 2010.

Hatcher, Patricia Law. Producing a Quality Family History. Utah: Ancestry Incorporated, 1996.

Online Resources for Writing Your Family History

50 Questions to Ask Relatives about Family History.
https://www.thoughtco.com/fifty-questions-for-family-history-interviews-1420705

Create Your Own Writing Retreat While in Self-Isolation
https://pwcenter.org/playwriting-toolkit/create-your-own-writing-retreat-while-self-isolation

Six Tips for Writing Your Family History — Family Tree Magazine
https://www.familytreemagazine.com/premium/6-tips-writing-family-history/

Hire Someone to Help You Write

Rachael Rifkin
https://www.rachaelrifkin.com/
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