	
	Lake Jackson Newspaper

LJ resident sees end to 12-year quest
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LAKE JACKSON — The racial slur was everywhere, not just on the small, green road sign. It was on television, on the radio, in magazines and on a large billboard off Interstate 10.

When Lake Jackson resident Sandra Tanamachi lived in Beaumont in the early 1990s, it stung her every time she saw or heard the word “jap.” It wasn’t directed at her. It happened to be the name of a rural road in Jefferson County that, ironically, was christened in 1905 to honor Yasuo Mayumi, a Japanese rice farmer who lived at the road’s end.

It took about 12 years, but this week Tanamachi, whose grandparents settled in that area in 1921, finally saw Jefferson County commissioners vote to change the road’s name, leaving room for a more fitting tribute to the farmer, she said.

“My mother, my son and I, we just all ran to each other, hugged and cried,” said Tanamachi, who was one of the first people to call for the name change. “It was a long struggle. I kept thinking of my father and how happy he would be.”

The vote came after three hours of testimony Monday from a room of about 150 

people, according to The Associated Press. Some wanted to keep the name because they said it was preserving the history of the area.

“Losing Jap Road would be like losing a part of who we are,” Donnie Harvey, who has lived along the road for 32 years, said in Associated Press reports.

The 4.3-mile, rural Jap Road spent the last several years in the center of a nationwide firestorm of debate on its appropriateness. Tanamachi, a teacher at Stephen F. Austin Elementary School in Jones Creek, was among the first to raise objections to it.

When she was teaching in Beaumont, there was a popular seafood restaurant on the road. Its ubiquitous advertisements were hard to ignore, particularly the television ad that encouraged people to come to the restaurant “way down on Jap Road,” she said.

It really hit Tanamachi after watching Kristi Yamaguchi, also Japanese-American, skate in the 1992 Olympics.

“After she skated, she got a standing ovation,” Tanamachi said. “Right after that, the commercial came on. I said, ‘Hey, that’s not right.’”

Tanamachi began making appeals to the mayor and commissioners. Civil rights organizations and even Bill Clinton, who had just been elected president, pledged their support. Some others were less helpful. As the campaign reached the papers, she began to get harassing phone calls, people telling her to go back to her own country. A few of her fellow teachers would leave notes in her box telling her to “get a life.”

But Tanamachi said she knew if she kept trying, it would happen. And her campaign spread, as one woman came all the way from Idaho to lend her support to the change Monday, The Associated Press reported.

A committee is expected to present a new name for the road by the end of the month. Tanamachi and many others would like to see it named after Mayumi, who introduced rice to the area, she said. For those who are concerned with the cost associated with the name change, Tanamachi said she does not recall similar complaints when a different road was renamed after football coach Jimmy Johnson.

Had the road contained a slur belittling another group, Tanamachi doubted it would have lasted as long.

“It shouldn’t be like that for anybody, but it was like that for us,” she said. “With Asians, there are too few of us. We have no political clout.” 



