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A New Chapter for a Town, Once a Home for the Displaced

By RONALD SMOTHERS

UPPER DEERFIELD,
N.J., Sept. 28 — To assess
what it meant for about
2,500 Japanese-Americans
* to live here in the 1940’s in
cinder-block barracks and
work seven days a week, 12
hours a day at a vegetable packaging
and processing plant for 55 cents an
hour, it is necessary to ask, “Com-
pared with what?”

They came here during World War
11 to live and work at the Seabrook
Farms complex from one of 10 in-
ternment camps for Japanese-Amer-
icans out West, where the routine
was enforced idleness behind
barbed-wire fences. So for many of
them, this new life in Seabrook Vil-
lage was, despite its rigors and its
distance from their pre-war lives,
ground in which to nurture a second
chance at the American dream.

“Seabrook’s barracks had com-
mon bathing facilities like the
camps, but they could be partitioned
so families could stay together and
we could cook our own food the way
we wanted and not eat what someone
else prepared for us,” said Margaret
Yoshida, who was 18 when she came
to the New Jersey factory town in
1945 from an internment camp on the
fringes of Death Valley. “But mostly
it was the freedom we had at Sea-
brook.”

As the Japanese-Americans dis-
persed after the war, the barracks
provided housing for successive
waves of Italian, Estonian and black
workers drawn here for jobs at Sea-
brook, then one of the nation’s larg-
est producers of frozen vegetables.
The barracks here in Cumberland
County were later transformed into
subsidized apartments for the poor
and developed a reputation as a ha-
ven for drugs and violence.

But on Wednesday, a new chapter
in the life of Seabrook Village will be-
gin when the township and a private
developer open the first phase of a
283-unit project of new, two- and
three-story town houses on a section
of the old complex. They have re-
placed a number of the low-slung
barracks.

The new development with stucco
and vinyl facades, concrete porches,
dishwashers and central air-condi-
tioning will remain subsidized hous-
ing, taking in many of those who
lived in the barracks buildings. Un-
der the terms of the federal subsidies
and tax credits for the project, the
developer must maintain the housing
as rental units for poor families for a
number of years before it can be con-
verted into private homes for sale.

The new units, with their mixture
of colors, interplay of shapes and
varied levels, contrast sharply with
the drab barracks buildings awaiting
demolition.

The narrow streets have been re-
named to honor former Seabrook
leaders: Vernon Ichisaka, founder of
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Margaret Yoshida, 83, and John
Fuyuume, 81, worked and lived in
the village with their families.

Seabrook’s chapter of the Japanese-
American Citizens League in the
1940’s; Albert Vilms, a leader of Es-
tonians displaced by World War I1
who came to live and work here in
1949; Samah Pearson, a leader of Ja-
maican immigrants; and Giovanni
Chiari, who managed Seabrook’s
company store and later opened his
own store just outside the complex.

For Ms. Yoshida, who now lives
nearby in Bridgeton, and John Fuyu-
ume, the founder of the Seabrook
Educational and Cultural Center in
the basement of Upper Deerfield’s
town hall, the changes are good.

Mr. Fuyuume, 81, talks fondly of
Charles Franklin Seabrook, the pa-
triarch of the family-owned opera-
tion who was gruff and pragmatic
but nevertheless viewed as benevo-
lent by the successive immigrant
groups who worked for him.

When the war ended, many stayed
in the area working for the company
and raising their children. About 140
people of Japanese descent live in
this rural township of 7,500 people,
according to the United States Cen-
sus Bureau, many of them descended
from the Japanese-Americans who
came here in the 1940’s.

They found their way here after
the federal government was prodded
by the courts to reconsider its policy
of interning Japanese-Americans be-
cause of security concerns. In 1944,
the government began allowing the
release of those who signed a loyalty
oath, joined the military or had the
promise of a job outside the Pacific
Coast.

“Seabrook Farms needed labor
and Japanese-Americans needed
jobs,” said Lane Ryo Hirabayashi, a
professor in the department of Asian
studies at the University of Califor-
nia at Los Angeles. “The place was
distinct from the camps but a step
toward freedom. And for a lot of peo-
ple it was an important transition
point.”

Setseku Fuyuume, Mr. Fuyuume’s
wife, said that her father stayed in
Upper Deerfield and at Seabrook af-
ter the war because there was little
to go back to in California where he
had been a sharecropper.

“He saved and worked at Seabrook
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Japanese-American children, top, in Seabrook Village, N.J., in the
1940’s. The barracks, above, are being replaced with town houses for
the poor. The first phase of the project is scheduled to open today.

until he could buy his own small
farm nearby raising strawberries
and vegetables,” she said. “He died
of a heart attack at 85 years old, still
working on his farm.”

Mr. Fuyuume, whose family had
been at an internment camp in Gila
River, Ariz., before coming to Sea-
brook, recalled returning to Sea-
brook the summer after receiving a
master’s degree from the University
of Rochester where he had studied
music in hopes of becoming a con-
cert pianist. He worked in the plant
for the summer and often performed
at concerts in the village’s communi-
ty center.

It was at one of those events that
Mr. Seabrook, who loved classical
music and opera, took him aside and
told him that the measure of a man
was not how many Ph.D.’s he had but
how many Ph.D.’s worked for him.

“In the internment camp I had lost
precious time in my musical aspira-
tions and lost the edge you need to be-
come a concert pianist,” he said. He
took Mr. Seabrook’s advice and stud-
ied engineering while working for

him as a manager.

When the company was sold, he
was the director of data processing.
He left the company and pursued
other business ventures with Mr.
Seabrook’s son John, and he eventu-
ally retired as vice president of one
of their ventures — a shipping line in
Bermuda. He then returned to this
area with his wife.

Several former residents say their
parents did not seem bitter about
their internment or forced transition
through Seabrook. Ms. Yoshida said
that she thinks it was because par-
ents did not want to communicate
bitterness and anger that might blot
their children’s lives.

Many scholars and others like Mr.
Fuyuume point to some traits em-
bedded in Japanese culture and tra-
dition. Searching for the word that
describes it, Mr. Fuyuume said “shi-
kataganai,” which translates as “it
can’t be helped.” But another word
he recalls his parents using in subtle
and instructional ways was
“gaman,” which translates as “forti-
tude or endurance.”



