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O MEMORIAM

Minoru Tonai Dies at 94

Nisei was a longtime leader in L.A.’s Japanese American community.

By P.C. Staff

Minoru Tonai of Woodland
Hills, Calif., died on Sept. 4.
He was 94.

An active member of Los
Angeles’ Japanese American
community, Tonai was in-
volved in such organizations as
the Japanese American Nation-
al Museum as a board member,
the Japanese American Cultural
and Community Center as its
president, the Japanese Amer-
ican Korean War Veterans as
its president and treasurer, the
UCLA Foundation, UCLA’s
Business Economic Council,
the Amache Historical Society
and Terminal Islanders.

In a news release, the
Manzanar Committee mourned
Tonai’s death.

“I’ve known Min since 1991,
when [ met him at UCLA when
I was the coordinator of UC-
LA’s year of events commem-
orating the ‘50th Anniversary
of Japanese American Intern-
ment,”” said Gann Matsuda of
the Manzanar Committee. “Min
was a key player in helping or-
ganize our opening ceremony
in Royce Hall, especially in
identifying and locating many
of the approximately 200 for-
mer UCLA students who were
forced to leave the university
before completing their studies
because of the forced removal.”

A son of Issei immigrants
Toyone and Gengoro Tonai,
Min Tonai was born in San Pe-
dro, Calif., and with older sib-
lings Ichiro, Mizuyo and Rumi,
and younger brother Yutaka,
grew up on Los Angeles Coun-
ty’s Terminal Island. He was
profiled in the Nov. 6, 2020,
issue of the Pacific Citizen.

After Japan’s military
attacked the U.S. Navy at
Pearl Harbor in the territory of
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Hawaii on Dec. 7, 1941, the
Tonai family would be uproot-
ed and incarcerated — along
with thousands of other U.S.
citizens of Japanese ancestry
and legal permanent resident
Japanese nationals ineligible
at the time to become natural-
ized U.S. citizens — first at an
assembly center, then at one
of the 10 concentration camps
operated by the federal govern-
ment’s War Relocation Author-
ity. In the case of the Tonais, it
was Amache WRA Center in
Colorado.

According to Min Tonai’s
recollection that appeared in
the P.C., his father was arrested
on the evening of Dec. 7, 1941.

“At 8:30 that evening, the
doorbell rings, and there’s two
guys in black suits. They said
they wanted to talk with Gen-
goro — my father,” Tonai said.
“I said, ‘Just a moment please.’

“I knock on his bedroom
door, and I said, ‘There’s two
hakujin that want to talk to
you.’

“My father comes out of his
room wearing his three-piece
suit, put on his overcoat, put on
his hat and went out the door
with them.

“They told me, ‘We just want
to talk with him at the Los An-
geles County Jail for one hour.

But we never saw him until
1944 Until he was reunited
with his family in Colorado,
the Tonai patriarch had been
shuttled to several different
federal incarceration sites:
Terminal Island Penitentiary,
Ft. Missoula, Mont., Living-
ston, La., and Santa Fe, N.M.

After WWII and returning to
Los Angeles, Tonai graduated
from high school and enrolled
at the University of Califor-
nia, Los Angeles. His eventual
marriage to Mary Mitsuko
Endo was delayed by Ameri-
ca’s entry into the Korean War.
Tonai was drafted into the Army
and was stationed for a time in
Japan, where he was able to
visit relatives. But it was only a
matter of time until he was sent
to Korea, where he served as a
combat medic.

After his stint in the Army,
Tonai returned to Los Ange-
les, completed his business ad-
ministration degree at UCLA
in 1955, got married in 1956
and started a family. Min and
Mary Tonai were married for
60 years, and they raised three
children. One of the challenges
he remembered was finding a
job after graduating.

Tonai told the Pacific Citizen
that despite earning grades of
B+ or better in his major, his
job interviews were stymied by
the racial attitudes of the time.
“I was more than qualified.
But the companies would say,
‘Don’t call us, we’ll call you.’
That was a kiss off. I knew
that.” He recalled how one
company that liked his grades,
extracurricular activities and
personality — but the rep told
him, “We can’t hire Orientals.”

Delayed but undeterred,
Tonai told the Pacific Citizen

that he took a bookkeeping job,
which led to a job as a cost ac-
countant, which would then
pave the way to earning titles
like VP of finance. At Symbol-
ics Inc., he would serve as its
chief financial officer.

Accolades would follow
in the years to come In 1999,
Tonai was Nisei Week Japanese
Festival’s grand marshal; in
2008, he receive ed Nisei Week’s
Nikkei Pioneer Award; in 1998, he
received the UCLA Asian Amer-
ican Studies Center’s Lifetime
Achievement Award; and in 2005,
he received the JACCC’s Chair-
man’s Award.

The Japanese government
awarded him its Rising Sun,
Gold Rays with Rosette honorin
2015 for promoting the status

of Nikkei community in the
U.S. and aiding in the mutual
understanding between the
nations.

Tonai was predeceased by
his wife, Mary, in 2017, and
his siblings. He is survived
by his daughters, Susan
Tonai Drews and Teresa
Tonai, and son, John Tonai,
as well as sisters-in-law, Yae
Nagai, Elinor Sakado and
Carole Endo; brother-in-
law, George Endo; and many
nieces, nephews and their
families.

A celebration of life for Min
Tonai is scheduled for 2 p.m.
on Oct. 14 at the Japanese
American Cultural and Com-
munity Center, in Little Tokyo
in downtown Los Angeles. H

Scientist Sam Araki Dies at 92

Former president of Lockheed Missiles & Space

Sam Araki of Saratonga, Calif.,
died Aug. 22. He was 92.

Born Minoru Araki to Misano
and Sakai Araki, his family and
he were incarcerated at the Poston
WRA Center in Arizona in WWII.

Sam Araki had served as the
executive vp of Lockheed Corp.
Missiles & Space Systems Group
from 1988-95 and as president of
Lockheed-Martin Missiles and
Space from 1995 until his retire-
ment in 1997. He spent 38 years at
the company.

Trained as a mechanical engi-
neer at Stanford University, where
he also earned a master’s degree,
Araki was responsible for the
development of the Corona
satellite system, which was
used for surveillance and recon-
naissance during the Cold War. He

served as the system engineer for
the Agena spacecraft’s upper stage
for the Corona launch vehicle. Co-
rona is considered “the single most
important source of intelligence
on Soviet strategic forces.”

Araki was a fellow of the Amer-
ican Astronautical Society, a
member of the National Academy
of Engineering, a recipient of the
Von Braun Award for Excellence
in Space Program Management
and a National Academy of Engi-
neering Draper Prize winner. He
was an Asian American Engineer
of the Year. The National Recon-
naissance Office named him a Pi-
oneer of National Reconnaissance.

Post-Lockheed, Araki started
ST-Infonox Inc. and helped found
Ecopia Farms.

— PC. Staff Report

ALICE NINOMIYA

Alice Yoshiko Ninomiya, 91, born
April 3,1932, in Richmond, Calif.,
to Tamaki
Kanagawa, eldest of six children,
died peacefully on May 23, 2023.
Interned at Amache, Colo., during
WWII, she returned to Richmond
where she graduated from Richmond
Union High School and then received
a degree in history from UC Berkeley
and her teaching credential from
San Francisco State. Alice taught
kindergarten and
Dover School in San Pablo until her retirement in 1985.

A lifelong student, Alice enjoyed reading, cooking, traveling,
YMCA workouts and studying art and music at the Richmond Adult
School and Contra Costa College. She was active with the Berkeley
Methodist United Church (BMUC), Contra Costa JACL and West
Contra Costa Retired Educators (WCCRE).

A Celebration of Life will be held on Sept. 30 at 11 a.m. at BMUC.
To attend on Zoom, send a request to bmuchurch@gmail.com.
Memorial gifts can be made to Berkeley Methodist United Church,
1710 Carleton St., Berkeley, CA 94703 or WCCRE Scholarship Fund,
P.O. Box 703, El Cerrito, CA 94530.
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