
MICHI AND GUS had seven children, two daughters and five sons,
who were born between 1948 and 1960. They were Sumiko, George,
Wayne, Frances, Robert, William and Ronald in order of birth. Out of
those, six survive as the youngest son, Ronald, committed suicide in
1981. I interviewed four of them. Interviews with Sumiko, Frances and
William were carried out in Adelaide in November 1999, and with
George in Perth in September 2000. The other two, Wayne and Robert,
could not be interviewed because of distance and their work
commitments. Sumiko was the first child, born in Japan. She lived in
Adelaide and worked for her husband’s business. As she said herself, she
was a quiet person who seemed to possess strength of mind within
herself. She preferred to be called Sam instead of Sumiko or Sumi for
the reasons I will discuss later in this chapter. George was also born in
Japan as the second child and eldest son. He lived in Perth and became
successful in his own business. When I interviewed him, he had just
sold his business and was contemplating a career change. Frances was
the fourth and younger daughter. She was an outgoing and sociable
woman who used to work as a model when she was young. She ran
a motel with her husband. William was the youngest surviving child.
He worked as a bank manager in Adelaide City and was a dedicated
husband and father to his young family. All of them maintained regular
contact with Michi at a day-to-day level and played important roles in
Michi’s present life. Frances visited her mother most frequently and
made sure everything was fine for her. Sam also visited her mother as
much as she could, but not as regularly as Frances. The two daughters
seemed to take up the main responsibility of making sure Michi was
well looked after. William visited Michi on weekends with his wife and
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three young children. Michi’s other three sons, including George, lived
interstate, but they maintained regular contact with their mother over
the phone. It was quite clear to me that the children were concerned
about Michi and tried to do their best to keep her happy.

When I approached the children through Michi for interviews in
November 1999 they were happy to cooperate. Previously, I had met
Sam and Frances in 1995 and had talked with them briefly about their
mother, but I had not had a chance to interview them formally. The
1999 interviews in Adelaide took place on a weekend at Michi’s house.
The interview with George was carried out at his residence in Perth with
his wife Isabelle present, while I was visiting the city for a conference.

Previously, all the children had read Michi’s own essay, which was
written soon after her separation from Gus. This essay covered the
period from the time she met Gus in Japan until her separation from
him after forty years of marriage. It was written firstly in Japanese and
later translated into English at Michi’s own expense so that the
children could read it and understand why their mother came to
Australia. She felt she had not had much chance to talk about that
with her children. She was expecting to receive some feedback
afterwards, but none of them gave their responses to her, which was
rather disappointing for her. Consequently, she suggested I ask about
their reaction to her essay when I was going to talk with her daughters
in 1995. Sam’s response was, “Yes, everybody read the essay straight
away.” When she was asked her reaction to it, she answered, “It was
a sad story. But I could not do anything to change the situation.” From
her words, I could sense she read it from her own personal perspective
and tried to figure out where in the story she would fit in. When I asked
a similar question of Frances in 1995, she did not say much to me
either. When I asked George about the essay in 2000, he said he did not
“feel any great emotion” after reading the essay. He was surprised that
his mother wrote the essay and had it translated into English, but he
only thought his mother was trying to “prove something or justify
herself”.

The second life story of Michi which the children read was the one
I wrote for my PhD thesis. Prior to the recent interviews, Michi
distributed copies to her children. I also translated it into Japanese so
that Michi could read what I wrote. The period that my work covered
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was longer than her own essay, as the story started in Japan before the
war. None of the children knew Michi was once engaged to a Japanese
naval officer who was killed in the war. They did not know that she was
in New Guinea during the war, either. The children’s reactions to the
story were very positive and all of them said that they enjoyed reading
it. However, how they each related to the story turned out to be quite
different.

This difference became apparent when I asked each of them if she/he
agreed to the publication of the story in English using their real names.
Previously, I had a discussion with Michi about publishing her story as a
book and she was quite keen to have her story published in English for
the sake of her family who did not read or speak Japanese. George,
Frances and William said that they did not have any objections as long
as their mother was happy with the arrangement. George even said
he would prefer to appear under his real name rather than with
a pseudonym because the story was a true story. They also said they were
excited to read about their mother before and during the Pacific War,
especially her engagement to a naval officer and her experience in 
New Guinea. In contrast, Sam expressed her reservations indirectly.
Although she would not object to the publication, she was not sure if
she would be happy to appear in the book under her real name. When
I asked her if she felt rather hesitant to publication of a book itself, she
answered:

Yes, I am a little bit. I mean, it is Mum’s story so it is not for me to
say. [But] I say it is such a personal thing. I personally would not
like to use my real identity, but it is Mum’s story. So if that is what
she is happy to do, then it is OK. It is not my decision to say. Only
because it is very personal.

Later, she formally contacted me to say that she would prefer to have
a pseudonym in this book. Thus, the name I am using in this book to
refer to her is not her real name. In spite of repeating that the story was
her mother’s story, Sam could not read it from a distance as the other
brothers and sister did. In addition, Sam commented that she did not
find anything new in my rendering of her mother’s life story.

But what you wrote about Mum, because I’ve known her and read
her story that she wrote years and years ago, it was all the same
sort of story. I think I know all of this. It is just the same story
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going over and over again. Every time Mum writes it is always the
same. It is really nothing new to me. Mum is hoping for some sort
of reaction from me, but it was hard for me to give that. Because,
I said to her, it is the same story … I guess when she writes
another story it will be the same again. It is the same thing over
and over again. I guess it is not creating an impact on me.
Whereas it might have done to Frances and even to Bill
[William] because it might be the first time they actually came
across it and actually understood and read it. Whereas for me,
I have read the story so many times. (laugh) Like reading the
same book year after year.

I could sense a certain level of resentment in Sam’s words due to the fact
that she was expected to give some type of feedback to Michi and
myself. For George, Frances and William, Michi’s story was their
mother’s story, but at the same time, it was a fascinating story which they
could appreciate with curiosity and interest. On the other hand, since
her childhood Sam was deeply involved in Michi’s life. Thus, she did
not need to be reminded again and again by either her mother or myself.
This reaction of Sam’s proved to be an indicator of how much she was
influenced by Michi’s life. As Sam and her mother had gone through her
mother’s experience together, she knew the story well enough and
reading Michi’s life stories did not give her any fresh insight. As Sam’s
reaction to Michi’s story was the most intense, I am going to focus on
her perceptions of experiences with her mother in this chapter.

Sam’s childhood

Sam was born in Japan in 1948 as the first child of Michi and Gus. It is
probably true to say that her birth cemented the relationship between
them. Sam’s photo as a toddler showed a blond Eurasian girl with
a determined look. She acknowledged that she did not have strong Asian
features since she was young, and even now, it is difficult to detect that she
has Asian heritage in her blood. According to Sam, it helped her not
having strong Asian features. In contrast, her younger brother, Robert, had
much more distinctive Asian features, and Sam and other siblings
commented that Robert had often got into fights with other children
probably because of his different looks.
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However, Sam still
faced some big
problems while she
was growing up. The
first one was that she
often needed to move
to different schools
due to her father’s
transfers. She recalled
the difficulties she
encountered, but also
displayed a positive
attitude towards the
experience.

My whole schooling was difficult. The biggest problem, I guess,
was the fact that we were moving all the time. You just make
friends and then you move to a new place and start all over again
… I always had those problems even in high school. Once I got
established it was good in one way because it made me very
strong.

George also recalled that he found it hard to adjust to new schools and
new systems after each shift. He admitted that he struggled
academically at school mainly because of this demand of constant
readjustment and he had to wait until he started to work as an
apprentice to learn his trade before he became more confident in
himself. For Sam, as she excelled in both academic and sporting aspects
at school, she found it easier to make friends in a new environment:

I was lucky in a way because I was always capable at school. And
very good at sport. That made me a bit of a leader. I guess that
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helped. Because I was good at everything, people wanted to
become friends with me. I still was a sort of a shy person, but
being good at sport and all that, helped me to lift me above that
… If I weren’t, it would have been very hard for me because
I would have got picked on a lot.

Name “Sumiko”

Yet, she had another major problem and that was her unusual first
name. Her real name was Sumiko. It was a common name in Japan, but
a very unusual name in Australia when she was growing up. She frankly
admitted that having a Japanese first name caused problems for her
when she was young. It was a “funny name” for her.

I had a lot of problems with that. I got to a stage where I used to
almost get angry with my parents for giving me a funny name.
Because it just made it hard for me. That was always just an issue
when I had to try making friends. Once that was established, it
was OK. Yeh. It was very hard. From primary right through to
high school.

Sam continued:

If I did not have an Asian name, it would have been a little bit
easier. Because people say, “What is your name? What is your
name?” When you told them what your name is, “What!” “What
sort of name is that?” Partly because I didn’t look very Japanese, if
I didn’t have an Asian name, it would have been a little bit easier
because people would not react like that. Because I have a funny
name, “Oh! Where do you come from?” Then you have to tell
them a whole background. “I was born in Japan. Mother is
Japanese” and all this. You have to give almost the whole history
to everybody. To every new person you meet.

When she was asked to explain about her name, she was constantly
reminded of the tie between herself and Japan through her mother.
Contemporary Australians are more tolerant of cultural and racial
diversity, but in the 1950s being different from the rest was not
something people, especially children, appreciated. Thus, the frequent
explanations she had to give regarding her name inevitably made her
very self-conscious of her background.
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Sam commented that the situation had not changed much even now,
though she finds it much easier to explain about her own background as
an adult. She decided to shorten her name and she preferred to be
called “Sam”.

I still get it now when I am introduced to new people. “Oh, Sam.”
I shortened my name just to Sam. “Is that from Samantha?” “No,
it is from Sumiko” “That is unusual. What is that?” “Japanese.”
“How come you’ve got a Japanese name?” “OK. My mother is
Japanese” and so on. Now that I am an adult, it is easier. I don’t
have any problems with it. It is still, I have to give some
explanation to anybody that is new. I still have that as far as my
name is concerned. I don’t have any problems with it, but as a
child I did. It just made it so difficult.

That was why Sam expressed her strong opposition when Frances
wanted to name her first daughter Sumiko. Sam tried to discourage her
sister from giving the name to her daughter because she did not want
her niece to go through the same experience she had had. However,
Frances insisted because she “liked the name” and named her daughter
Sumiko. According to Frances, the young Sumiko had some problems
with her first name, but she was not affected as much as her aunt was.

The eldest child

As the eldest of seven and the first daughter, Sam was expected to help
her mother and did so even when she was very young. She also played
the role of a second mother to her younger siblings. George, who is a
few years younger than Sam, remembered that she was determined to
make all the siblings walk back from school even though some of them
complained of the heat and tiredness. By assisting her mother, Sam
knew first-hand the various difficulties Michi had experienced as
a Japanese woman who was rearing a big family, without much help
from her husband, and not knowing the language and culture of the
country. In this sense, Michi’s Japanese background affected not only
the mother but also the daughter. On the other hand, the younger
children were not involved as intensely as Sam in Michi’s day-to-day
life probably because Sam took care of things. Thus, Frances stated that
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the fact her mother was Japanese made no difference to her when she
was growing up. Similarly, William recalled that as one of the youngest
of the seven, he felt much closer to his elder brothers, particularly to
George, than to his parents.

Sam was four years old when she arrived in Australia and started
preschool in Darwin. Michi remembered Sam learned English fast and
adapted to the Australian way of life very quickly. At a very young age,
Sam started to act as an interpreter for her mother at the doctor’s when
her siblings got sick. When Michi and Gus went out to parties in the
Camp, she babysat the rest of the children. At school as well, she made
sure her younger siblings were all right and not bullied.

I remembered having to look after them and when I heard
anything about somebody picking on them, I was running down
to find out what was going on. I don’t remember bashing
anybody, I would come close to it a few times. Given a few
threats. I never got physical. I know that. I don’t remember
hitting anybody over it or fighting over it. I remembered having
a few strong words with people, “Don’t pick on them any more. If
you say that again, you can deal with me” type of thing. But that
was all just early days when they started primary school, but after
that, I don’t remember ever having to fight any wars for them or
worry about them.

In contrast to Sam, Frances did not encounter any problems at school.
She said:

Nobody made any difference with me. No one made any silly
comments. No. It did not affect me very much. Not that I can
remember, anyway.

For Frances, having a Japanese mother did not affect her.

There is a big [age] difference between Sam and I, but I don’t
remember it [having a Japanese mother] ever affected me so
much. I don’t think people looked at me and thought I had
a Japanese mother. They did not know my nationality. Some
people picked it up, but not a lot of people did. No, it did not
affect me at all.

Frances said that people generally find it difficult to identify her ethnic
background. She said sometimes people thought she was Mexican.
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She had an exotic attractiveness and she used to do modelling when
she was young. In her case, the Eurasian features were a positive factor.
The contrasting experiences and perception between Sam and Frances
were partly because of their personality differences: Sam’s reserved
character and Frances’ easygoing character. Secondly, birth order in the
family must have influenced them. Sam took the main responsibility to
look after Michi and the family as the eldest, while Frances did not
need to get involved as a younger member of the family. Also, at school,
people were already used to the children of the family by the time
Frances and the younger brothers started school. Lastly, it is possible to
say there was a shift in Australian society towards multiculturalism by
the time Frances was growing up. As the number of non-British
immigrants increased in the fifties and sixties, having non-Anglo-Celtic
background was not as big a stigma as when Sam was young.

For Sam, her Japanese mother brought a Japanese first name and the
necessity to assist her mother with day-to-day matters. In addition, Sam
was expected to give emotional support when her mother encountered
marriage and family problems. At the end, Sam had to be responsible
not only for herself and the other children, but for her mother’s welfare.
It was painful for Sam not to realise what was actually going on between
her parents until she was much older. As she recalled, she was there and
witnessed some incidents, but she did not then know what they meant
or why they were happening.

I probably did not understand what was happening. Or knew
about it. Probably wasn’t until years later. When I think
back now, I did not understand fully until first I read Mum’s story.
Yeh, I remembered that. I remembered that happening. Now
I understand why that was happening. At the time, probably I was
just too young to understand.

Sam seemed to think that she should have been more helpful to her
mother when those incidents were happening. At the same time, she
knew that it would be unreasonable to expect a young girl to
comprehend the situation fully.

I don’t think Mum fully understands the fact of the age I was when
these things were happening. I think that because she is older,
I don’t think she stops and thinks I would have been too young to
help … Even I have to stop and remind myself that I was actually
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five years old, eight years old and ten years old. (voice becomes
teary) I am thinking I should have done this and I should have
done that. Then I am thinking, “No, hang on. You were tiny.
What could you do?” … At the time, there could not be anything
I could have done. Because something happened so long ago, you
sort of tend to forget. The age of the person involved and the
circumstances.

I was concerned whether the way Gus was depicted in Michi’s narrative
was fair to him and asked Sam and George, the two eldest children,
who knew more about their parents’ relationship. Both of them agreed
that the way Michi talked about her husband was fairly accurate.
George described his father as “immature” and somebody who never
grew up. Thus, he was more interested in himself than his family. When
the parents finally decided to separate, George said the children were
all relieved and supported Michi financially and emotionally. None of
the children took the father’s side. Yet, George maintained a tie with
his father through occasional phone calls and visits. Sam also said that
she did not hate him because of how he treated her mother and the
children. Both claimed that their father was not a good father in terms
of his selfishness, but he never became abusive or violent. As Sam said,
“He put a roof over our heads and food on the table.” Yet, there does
not exist the emotional closeness between him and the children as
exists with their mother.

Another difficulty for Sam was the communication problem. By
observing her mother for many years, Sam was aware that Michi
nodded and signalled her agreement even when she did not fully
understand what was being said. Michi commented to me about her
habit in the interview with me and said she somehow instinctively
knew what was being said even though she could not follow each
sentence. Sam commented on this:

Sometimes, I don’t think she fully understands what people are
saying. Not just me, even other people. Because she is used to
saying, “Yes, Yes, I know what you are talking about.” When she
is talking to English people, unless you respond, they are not
going to say any more. Hard for them to try to explain. Therefore,
it is easier for her just to nod her head and say yes, that’s right and
go along with it even though she may not fully understand what
they say. I know she does that all the time. Quite a bit.
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However, such type of automatic affirmation was dangerous when the
discussion concerned emotional matters in the family relationship. Due
to Michi’s lack of English to express herself, Sam said she had to guess.
Not only that, when she talked to Michi, she was not sure whether her
mother fully understood her or not. Michi sometimes did misunderstand
Sam and became upset. Sam did not realise the misunderstanding had
occurred until her mother complained to another member of the family,
usually Frances. Only after Frances contacted Sam to express her
concern did Sam realise that Michi did not fully understand what Sam
had said to her.

Half of the time, you don’t know she misunderstood, you know. It
might come out accidentally when she may say something to
somebody else. Then, they get back to me. “No, I didn’t say that.”
Yes, there is still a language barrier between us and it is a bit
difficult.

Sam admitted that the language problem which existed between Michi
and herself affected their mother–daughter relationship while she was
growing up.

We couldn’t have close talks. Yeh. When I think back over the
years, when I was young and growing up with Mum, we never 
had that close mother–daughter thing. I mean because of the
language. I am sure because of the language problem. She was
supportive of me and I was very supportive of her because of the
problems she had. But we never had that real closeness of being
able to help each other. Because she could not let me know
exactly how she felt. Nor could I converse back to her and say,
“This is how it affected me.” You got to a stage where I had to try
and fight my own problems without dragging her into it. So to try
to help out as much as I can that way … Anything I had to deal
with, I tried to deal with myself rather than go running to her.
Whereas in most other families, daughters would go straight to
the mother and say, “I’ve got a problem. Can you help me?”
I could not do that.

Her reaction at that time was frustration at not understanding and not
being understood.

I can remember a lot of the times I felt angry about the situation.
A lot of times, I felt “Why is this happening to me?” You know.
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That is the sort of things. You can stay around for a long time, but
I remember having moments. Thinking “Ah” [a sigh of desperation].
That sort of thing did not really affect me in the long run, so to
speak. It is not something I felt bitter about or hurt for years. It was
just moments. I felt I was deprived, I guess.

In contrast, the other children did not seem to think there was any
problem in communication with their mother. I asked George on this
point and he denied any problem by giving regular telephone
conversations he had with Michi as an example. In those
conversations, they generally exchanged news in the family rather than
discussed complicated and emotional matters. In this sense, George,
Frances and William took it for granted that Michi’s English was
imperfect and they did not expect to have more heart-to-heart
conversations with their mother while Sam once wanted to reach such
a level with her mother.

Now, Sam has come to terms with the past problems and dealt with
them positively.

We are a close family anyway. Still just a bit difficult. That to get
to the true nitty-gritty of how we feel because it is very hard to
express that. We just have to show her, I guess. You cannot do
anything about it and you cannot actually talk about it. I guess we
never did that when we were younger, as far as expressing
ourselves, probably we don’t do it now.

We are not going to suddenly start talking and having
mother–daughter conversations around the table and start talking
about how we really feel about this and that. We didn’t do it back
then, so it will not suddenly start. We are older. As far as the
closeness and supportiveness, because Mum went through so
much I guess, we are now in the position that we can help her
more by being supportive, financially as well as with ourselves,
and we can look after her more now. We can show our support
now. We can help each other anyway without having to start
being a bit more talkative about it, I guess. We don’t have to
actually say things. We know that we help each other and support
each other. We don’t actually have to say that.
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The initial hesitant response of Sam when she was told of the
publication proposal of this book led me to explore how she related to
her mother’s life story. The rest of her brothers and sister regarded
Michi’s story basically as their mother’s story and could read it with a
certain level of detachment as they discovered her past which was not
known to them previously. In contrast, Sam’s involvement in Michi’s
life was the longest and the most intense. It was not easy for her 
to enjoy reading her life story with the same level of detachment. Sam
knew the story was not only her mother’s story of establishing a place in
Australia but also her own experience of being accepted as an
Australian in the 1950s and 1960s. Sam’s dedication to her mother and
family from a young age was clearly evident in her narrative as she had
to play a crucial role. At the same time, her narrative revealed the pain
she endured with her mother and also by herself.
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