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by Luis Fiset

Cngress declared war n Japan December 8, 1941, ne day 
aer Japanese naval frces attacked Pearl Harbr. ree days 
later Germany and Italy declared war n the United States. 

Immediately, German, Italian, and Japanese freign-brn residents 
wh had nt becme U.S. citizens became enemy aliens; individuals 
ver the age f furteen were subject t arrest and detentin. Mre-
ver, Hawaii came under martial law n the day f the attack, threat-
ening U.S. citizens f German, Italian, and Japanese ancestry with the 
lss f their freedm.

Available knwledge in relatin t internment f civilians in Ha-
waii centers n 561 Japanese aliens and Japanese Americans wh 
represented a minuscule percentage f the Islands’ ppulatin f 
158,000 Nikkei.1  Hwever, eighty individuals, r 13 percent f the 
614 German-brn residents living in the Islands als were runded
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up, thirty-nine f whm were 
U.S. citizens by birth r natu-
ralizatin. e internment 
crrespndence between tw 
married U.S. naturalized citi-
zens, Alfred and Susan Schmidt 
(Smith), is the fcus f this ar-
ticle.

In late aernn the day 
f the attack, Hawaii’s territ-
rial Gvernr Jseph B. Pin-
dexter placed the Hawaiian 
Islands under martial law and 
transferred all civilian pwers 
t Cmmanding General f the 
Hawaii Department, Lieutenant 
General Walter C. Shrt. Majr 
restrictins n the daily lives f all civilians included sus-
pending the writ f habeas corpus, replacing civil curts with 
a military cmmissin, and censring cmmunicatins — 
including the mail.

e military gvernr was given au-
thrity t intern, withut recurse t the 
curts, enemy aliens as well as any U.S. 
citizens f German, Italian, and Japanese 
ancestry he suspected culd pse a threat 
t the natin’s security. Fr the next sev-
eral weeks FBI agents, acting n warrants 
issued as early as December 8, set abut 
arresting enemy aliens and suspicius U.S. 
citizens that intelligence agencies had listed 
fr detentin. rughut the Islands de-
tainees were brught t Oahu and cnned 
in Hnlulu, where they awaited the lyalty 
hearings whse utcmes determined their 

freedm r internment.
While mail dcumenting Hawaii’s martial law intern-

ment experience has remained scarce, an extensive cllectin 
generated by a German-American cuple, Alfred and Susan 

Smith, prvides an unusual accunt f ne cu-
ple’s internment in the United States. e cl-
lectin cnsists f 160 cvers pstmarked frm 
December 9, 1941 t December 29, 1943. is 
includes frty-six that they sent t each ther 
during perids f separatin. is article cn-
centrates n the subset f cvers highlighting 
Alfred and Susan Smith’s mvements between 
camps in Hawaii and n the mainland.

e Schmidts married in Germany in 1932 
and mved t the East cast f the United 
States the next year. Alfred wrked his way west 
t San Francisc as a rng supply salesman, 
and the cuple eventually arrived in Hnlulu 

Lieutenant General Walter 
C. Short.

Left: Pouch mail from Alfred 
at Sand Island to Susan at the 
immigration station.

Below: Alfred’s message 
referring to his four-week-old 
detention.
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in 1935 where later Alfred established his wn rng busi-
ness. Susan stayed at hme as a husewife. Naturalized in 
May 1940, the Schmidts changed their name t Smith.

Based n allegatins f sympathy t the Nazi cause, ar-
rest warrants fr Alfred and Susan were issued n December 
8, 1941. ey each received a hearing at Frt Shaer befre 
a bard f cers and civilians cnvened t determine if 
ne r bth shuld be interned. A curt recrd dcument-
ing Susan’s hearing n December 23, 1941 cntains witness 
allegatins f anti-Semitic remarks, devtin t Hitler, and a 
preference fr speaking German in public.2

Alfred, the peratr f a successful Hnlulu rng and 
paint business n the eve f the war, was arrested n Decem-
ber 8, then remved t the Sand Island Detentin Camp in 
Hnlulu, at the head f Hnlulu Bay. On December 18 
Susan was taken frm the cuple’s hme at 2825 Park Street 
t the immigratin statin in the Ala Mana area f Hn-
lulu, a shrt distance frm Sand Island. e cuple’s rdeal 

as internees, spent mstly in separate camps r 
islated frm ne anther in fenced  areas 
within the same camp, ended with their release 
n parle tw years later.

On January 5, 1942 Alfred penciled a pst-
card t Susan, which was carried by puch ut-
side the mail stream frm Sand Island t the 
immigratin statin. e message, referring t 
the day f his arrest, reveals the cuple’s ample 
nancial resurces:

It is 4 wks. tday and still we are here. 
Keep up yur spirit as gd as yu can, 
Susi.... Health & freedm means mre than 
mney & jewelry. We have $2.60000 in cash, 
$13–15.000 in ntes, a $20.000 hme, a gd 
business, but what can we d with it here? 
Write if yu nly did say “My Alfred.”

is and all knwn crrespndence between the Smiths 
were examined by military censrs at the Sand Island De-
tentin Camp and en bear censr markings including a 
simple “OK” r single line “OK at cntact ce,” applied in 
manuscript r by rubber stamp.

e rst week f February 1942 fund Susan transferred 
frm the immigratin statin t the Sand Island Detentin 
Camp where male and female detainees, single r married, 
were quartered in separate areas. An example f the with-
in-camp crrespndence between Alfred and Susan, then 
hused in dierent sectins, is illustrated. Althugh they 
lived nly yards apart, the letter traveled thrugh the pstal 
system. Tw identical “OK” censr markings suggest exami-
natin by the military censr bth ging and cming.

Aer tw weeks f cnnement at Sand Island, n Feb-
ruary 20 Alfred was taken frm Hnlulu under guard and 
transprted by ship t the mainland fr an unknwn inland 
internment destinatin. One f eight cntingents f trans-

ferees frm Hawaii, this rst 
ne cnsisted f 199 passen-
gers, all male: 171 Japanese, 
24 Germans, and 4 Italians. 
On March 1 the ship dcked 
at the Angel Island Quaran-
tine Statin, in San Francisc 
Bay.

Shwn is ne f three 
knwn letters Alfred wrte t 
Susan during the grup’s ve-
day stay at Angel Island, frm 
March 1 t March 6. Each cv-
er bears an Angel Island pst-
mark f March 9, three days 
fllwing his departure frm 
the Bay area. He prbably 
wrte them ver several days, 

Correspondence between Alfred and Susan while conned in separate quarters at 
the Sand Island Detention Camp.

Alfred to Susan from Angel Island Quarantine Station before departing for an unknown inland 
internment camp destination.
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handing the letters ver in unsealed envelpes 
fr censrship and subsequent placement int 
the mail stream. Because the free frank privi-
lege fr prisner f war and internee dmestic 
mail wuld nt be authrized until the fllw-
ing Nvember, Alfred franked each letter with 
pstage.

While en rute by train, Alfred learned f 
his ultimate destinatin: Camp McCy, a mili-
tary installatin in Wiscnsin. ere, with his 
Hawaii chrts, he wuld remain in cnne-
ment fr tw mnths. His crrespndence with 
Susan indicates her presence at the Sand Island 
Detentin Camp thrughut the perid.

In a pstcard pstmarked March 15, mid-
way thrugh his mainland internment, 
Alfred lamented:

Still I am here. I wired yesterday 
t Washingtn & trying all t have 
explanatins why we have been 
interned.... Susi, dearest, I cannt 
believe it that I am here. Why? .... 
Please try as I d — take it. Always 
thinking f a clear release. I shall 
then nd yu, my dearest Susi.

An air mail envelpe frm Alfred 
pstmarked April 17, 1942 survives. Aer 
examining the unsealed letter, an English 
language military censr at Camp McCy applied the rubber 
stamp bxed marking, then sealed and placed it in the mail 
stream. Next it was frwarded t the Chicag eld censr 
statin, where civilian censr 3092 pened the letter fr re-
examinatin befre returning it t the mail stream. At the 
Sand Island destinatin it was passed by a censr yet a third 
time (manuscript censr marking) befre being handed ver 
t Susan. As n many f his letters, Alfred highlighted his 
U.S. citizenship status in the 
return address, the status 
that sn wuld lead t his 
return t Hawaii.

In the meantime, he had 
received n letters frm 
Susan since befre his de-
parture frm Hawaii. On 
March 24 Alfred sent an 
anxius message n a pst-
card:

N reply t my cable 
s far. Where are yu 
cannt understand why 
we are nt tld abut 
ur wifes in detentin. 
Nearly 6 wks. withut 
hearing frm yu. Oh, 

I feel s bad abut it. Tday is just 
anther day.

Aer Alfred cabled an Easter greeting 
n April 6, Susan respnded with three 
letters frm “Detentin Camp, Sand Is-
land.” e last was pstmarked April 24, 
tw weeks befre Alfred’s departure frm 
Camp McCy and return t Sand Island. 

is mve ccurred because in the ab-
sence f martial law the U.S. Gvernment 
had n authrity t intern U.S. citizens n 

the mainland. A habeas corpus case had been led n be-
half f ne f the German American internees. A successful 
utcme wuld ensure release f all thirty-three Hawaii-res-
ident U.S. citizens f German, Italian, and Japanese ances-
try then interned n the mainland. erefre, in May 1943, 
with the Hawaiian Islands still under martial law, all intern-
ees were returned t Sand Island where legally they culd be 
kept under lck and key.

To Susan from Camp McCoy. Alfred identies himself as “U.S. Citizen.”

Typical censor marking applied to 
internee mail by military censors at 
Camp McCoy.

Susan from Sand Island Detention Camp to Alfred at Camp McCoy.
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Upn his return t the Sand Island 
Detentin Camp, Alfred and Susan were 
again quartered separately fr a shrt 
time, and their within-camp crrespn-
dence resumed. An example frm Su-
san t Alfred was censred lcally and 
dcketed May 7, likely the day Alfred 
returned t the camp. 

A gap in the crrespndence ex-
ists fllwing this letter, fr the camp 
administratr sn relaxed regulatins 
permitting the few married cuples un-
der his jurisdictin t live tgether n 
the wmen’s side f the camp. While the 
Smiths were themselves childless, yung 
children f interned cuples were al-
lwed t visit and stay with their parents 
n weekends.

On March 1, 1943 the Sand Island camp was shut 
dwn, because mst detainees by this time had been 
transprted t the mainland fr internment. se 
wh remained, amng them U.S. citizens includ-
ing Alfred and Susan, were sent t a newly erected 
internment camp situated a few miles nrthwest f 
Hnlulu, near the twn f Ewa. e camp, lcated 
in Hnuliuli Gulch, its namesake, als held a few 
Japanese prisners f war frm the Pacic eater. 
Alfred was remved t this new camp in mid-Febru-
ary, tw weeks befre the Sand Island facility clsed. 
Subsequently, Susan was returned t the immigra-
tin statin in Hnlulu where she began detentin 
een mnths earlier. Hwever, sn they were re-
united at Hnuliuli and remained tgether fr eight 
mnths until their release.

During their separatin, Susan sent at least ne 
letter frm the immigratin statin t the Hnuli-

Within-camp mail 
between Alfred and 
Susan at Sand Island
Detention Camp, 
docketed May 7, 1942.

Susan, from the immigration station in Honolulu, to Alfred at the Honouliuli Detention 
Camp.

Incoming mail addressed to Alfred at Sand Island Detention Camp, 
forwarded to the home in Honolulu where he and Susan would return 
after their release.
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uli Detentin Camp. Althugh the pstmark is mute, cm-
mn n utging Hawaii internee crrespndence, it was 
prbably mailed early in March 1943. It shws bth military 
censrship (manuscript) and censr markings applied by a 
Hnlulu eld censr statin examiner.

In Nvember 1943, while tgether at the Hnuliuli De-
tentin Camp, Alfred and Susan received welcme news f 
their impending release frm custdy with placement n 
parle fr the duratin f the war. is rder permitted the 
Smiths t return t their Hnlulu hme n Park Street.

An air mail letter pstmarked at Fresn, Califrnia n 
December 29, 1943 reects this change in their status. Sent 
t Alfred at the Sand Island Detentin Camp, it was fr-
warded t the cuple’s Park Street address. is cver cn-
cludes the philatelic stry f the Smiths and their internment 
under martial law in Hawaii.

What stigma the Smiths may have suered as a result 
remains unknwn. eir arrests were based n suspicins 
f sympathy with the ird Reich. e accusers, perhaps 
neighbrs, persnal enemies, anti-Nazi German Americans, 
r ther Hnlulu acquaintances, never were called as wit-
nesses t swear t their allegatins at the cuple’s lyalty 
hearings. Alfred and Susan’s incarceratin may have been 
based n hearsay r fueled by the understandable hysteria 
f the time. In the end, the Smiths were U.S. citizens, and 

their experience demnstrates hw civil liberties en can 
becme early casualties during times f war.
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