R+R — ROADSIDE RENDEZVOUS

Japanese Language School at Camp Savage and Fort Snelling
shortened World War II and brought people together
BY CHARLIE MAGUIRE
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During World War II, some 5,000 to 6,000 Japanese American soldiers,
members of the US Army’s Military Intelligence Service, were given intensive
and accelerated classes in the Japanese language at Camp Savage.
Their subsequent work translating captured documents, maps, battle
plans, diaries, letters, and printed materials, as well as interrogating
Japanese prisoners made them “our human secret weapons,” according
to President Truman, who commended them following the war.
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do their bit for the war effort. They were far from home; some had
no experience with snow or cold weather; and above all, they felt
confined and were having no fun.
The Minneapolis Star and Tribune newspapers helped break the
ice. The papers approached Rasmussen to bring a little social gaiety
to the school in the form of a dance, with a live orchestra and employees “from our Star and Tribune offices,” as columnist George Grim
wrote. After the dance, which was a huge success, “Our northwest,”
Grim wrote, “soon understood these Nisei service men. Had them in
their homes for dinner, for parties. Took them to church. Made them
one of the family, the community.”
Despite opportunities for students to venture off-site, the
Savage camp was just too small for the school. It relocated again,

Fort Snelling Japanese American Choir presents a New Year's song
program at St. Mark’s Episcopal Cathedral under the direction of
Corporal Running, 1945.

Colonel Kai Rasmussen and Lieutenant William Tsuchiya sitting in a
Japanese vehicle rebuilt by the Fort Snelling motor pool, just a quick
march from the school, 1945.

—BILL DOI
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MISLS STUDENTS’ LASTING LEGACIES

In the words of General Douglas MacArthur’s Chief of Staff for
Military Intelligence, Major Charles Willoughby: “The Nisei shortened the Pacific war by two years, saved possibly a million
American lives and billions of dollars.”
From the portals of Building 57 came soldiers like Sergeant Kaz
Kozaki, who won a Silver Star rescuing an officer under fire in New
Guinea. Segeant Kenji Yasui swam across a river in Myitkyina,
Myanmar, with two other volunteers and successfully talked 13
Japanese soldiers into surrendering. And Sergeant Frank T.
Hachiya, born in Hood River, Oregon, volunteered to hike through
the jungle with a patrol to question a prisoner and died when they
were ambushed.
MISLS interpreters who were trained in Building 57 earned
many awards: one Distinguished Service Cross, two Legion of Merit
Awards, five Silver Stars, one Soldier’s Medal, 50 Bronze Stars, and
15 Purple Hearts — adding to the 18,000 decorations won by all
Nisei troops in World War II that included 25 Medals of Honor.
In 1946 the school was moved back to the West Coast, and
Building 57 became a regional branch office for the Veterans
Administration.
From the school’s new address in California came a check
addressed to Minnesota Governor Edward Thye. The recently
reassigned students had sent $1,236.05 (almost $17,000 in today’s

In 1944, Privates Iris Watanabe, Sue Agata, and Bette Nishimura,
carrying civilian suitcases, were new arrivals at the school, which
graduated over 6,000 students. Unlike army nurses, WAACs were
not automatically given officer status.
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Student from Military Intelligence Service
Language School’s second class
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Nisei Women's Army Auxiliary Corp (WAAC) soldiers were also stationed
at the language school. Privates Irene Tamigaki (left) and Akiko Mikami
handle training files while stationed at Fort Snelling, 1944.

“We studied the language hard all
day and night, even reading and
writing by flashlight in the latrines
after it was ‘lights out.’
On Wednesday afternoons we’d
go hike and on Saturday mornings
we’d take our exams. The schedule
never changed. After six months’
training, the men shipped out and
then another class would come in.”

for a third time, and took up residence in the old Band Barracks
Building Number 57 at Fort Snelling. Built before the days of air
conditioning, the stately brick edifice boasted expansive porches
on either side of the entrance on both the first and second floors.
Although the building is now mothballed, it is in good shape given
that it was left unused for nearly 50 years. Amid the thick, mature
oak trees, that were likely there during the war, it’s not hard to
imagine students and their instructors quick-stepping to class,
to the tune of 6,000 graduates by war’s end.

Military Intelligence Service Language School’s first instructors.
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Charlie Maguire is a traveling songwriter, musician, and union
organizer who makes frequent stops in Hennepin County.

•
•
•

PUT ON YOUR FLASHERS: Building 57 at Fort Snelling is easily
reached by taking the exit for Bloomington Road at Fort Snelling and
following the signs for the Fort Snelling Golf Course. You’ll come to
a T, and Building 57 will be more or less in front of you. Take a left on
Taylor Avenue, and park on the street.
Photos by Charlie Maguire unless otherwise noted.
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currency) to fight the polio
epidemic in a state that welcomed them wholeheartedly
in wartime when hardly anyone else had.
The Military Intelligence
Language Service School
changed its name in 1963 to
the Defense Language
Institute. But thanks to the
growth and nurturing it
received in places like
Building 57, the school was
never really closed. Just
moved, then moved again, and
back again under a new name
that still welcomes language
students today — who continue the work the school has
tried to do: shorten wars and
save lives.
The Military Intelligence
Service Historic Learning
Center at Crissy Field where it
all started in November 1941,
opened in 1993 as a joint projUniversity of Minnesota graduate student in political science, Ms. Kawahara, tests Japanese language
knowledge with J. J. Elias and Richard Adams, both veterans and alumni of the Japanese Language School
ect of the Golden Gate National
at Fort Snelling during the war. The two men were part of a Japanese-speaking Pearl Harbor Day luncheon
Recreation Area, the National
at Nankin Cafe. 1946.
Park Service, and the Presidio
Trust. Its 10,000 square feet are
devoted to preserving and
SOURCES
interpreting the contribution of the Japanese American soldiers
•
Milton Kaplan, “Snelling’s Jap Language School Proves Army Opposiin WWII. While Building 57 may not look like much today, its
tion Wrong.” Minneapolis Morning Tribune, October 23, 1945. Star Tribune
rehabilitation is funded in part with the Minnesota state historic
Archive.
tax credit (see page 4) and slated to live again under a comprehen• “Our Nisei Neighbors.” Minneapolis Morning Tribune, June 8, 1946. Star
Tribune Archive.
sive plan formulated by the Minnesota Department of Natural
• “Jap Language School To Quit Fort Snelling.” Minneapolis Morning Tribune,
Resources and its partners.

Building 57’s future

S

TILL IN THE PLANNING STAGES, Uppper Post Flats will reutilize 26 historic

buildings that have been vacant for decades and are in various states of disrepair.
The project will create 191 units of affordable housing that includes a veteran’s preference.
Apartments will range from one- to five-bedroom units and most will have one-of-a-kind floor plans.
There will be a public trail that follows the path of a former electric streetcar trolley line (the Fort
Snelling Dummy) that linked the lower and upper posts. Signage throughout the site will allow
visitors to learn about the complex’s history.
Dominium entered into a 99-year lease on the property in November 2020 with the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources. We are currently wrapping up the historic approvals process and
hope to begin construction in April 2021. Construction is anticipated to take 26 months, with the project
completing in June 2023.
Mark Lambing is a development associate with Dominium, an affordable housing development
and management company headquartered in Plymouth.
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