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1945 June 11-17 
 

Are You Sure He is On Our Side? 
 
 
When the Japanese invaded China in the 1930s, the average American did not pay much attention. It 
was just Asians killing other Asians, and they all look alike anyway, right? There was an international 
outcry about the Japanese bombing cities and committing atrocities (e.g. The Rape of Nanking), but that 
was happening in a foreign land on the other side of the Pacific Ocean.   
 
The surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941, changed all that. The Japanese were now 
definitely the enemy, and the Chinese, who had already been resisting the Japanese for years, were now 
our allies. But since all Asians looked alike to the typical American, how to tell friend from foe? Many did 
not make a distinction, and all Asians, including American citizens of Asian descent, were targets of 
discrimination and even physical attacks.  
 
Life magazine, a weekly staple by the 1940s, tried to be helpful with an article in its December 22, 1941, 
issue, just weeks after the attack on Pearl Harbor.1 It provided pointers on how to identify the friend and 
the enemy. 
 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/1171/2141a8bc8dddbb23e199b6d7d39ea74c9934.pdf
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Life, 1941 December 22, page 81 

 
(Anthropology.net, 2007 August 6) 

 
 



3 
 

The proverbial man on the street at that time would probably do a double-take if he saw an Asian man 
in a U.S. military uniform. It is fairly well-known now, however, that Japanese-Americans, although many 
of their numbers were transported to internment camps in the interior of the United States during 
World War II, served with distinction in the armed forces of the United States during the war.  
 
By 1945, more than 13,000 Chinese-Americans were also serving in the United States Army, including 
the Army Air Force. About 40 percent of them were not native-born citizens. When Congress repealed 
the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943, these men were able to become citizens because of their military 
service.2 
 
About 25 percent of Chinese-American soldiers in World War II served in the Army Air Corps.3 One of 
them was Lt. George Yep of La Crosse. Yep did not need to serve in the military to achieve citizenship 
because he had been born and raised in La Crosse. 4 
 
George Yep was born on January 31, 1921, in La Crosse, Wisconsin. His father was Let Yep,5 who had a 
café and laundry in La Crosse.6 
 
George attended the University of Wisconsin in Madison and studied journalism for three years.7 His 
father had moved to Milwaukee by this time. George was still a student at Madison when he registered 
for the draft. At that time, he was 5 feet, six-and-one-half inches tall, and weighed 130 pounds.8 
 
Yep enlisted in the United States Army Air Force on March 22, 1943.9 He trained as a bombardier and 
was shipped to Europe in June 1944.10 
 
This article from the June 17, 1945 edition of the La Crosse Tribune, describes his wartime experience. 
 
 
 

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1937-1945/chinese-exclusion-act-repeal
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1937-1945/chinese-exclusion-act-repeal
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 June 17, page 10) 
 

Yep was discharged from the Army Air Force on November 27, 1945.11 
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After leaving the military, Yep returned to the University of Wisconsin at Madison, where he earned a 
bachelor of philosophy degree in 1947. His home address was shown as 357 South 23rd Street in La 
Crosse.12 
 
Less than a year later, he was married and living in Madison. He and his wife had a daughter in March 
1948.13 
 
In 1949, George Yep earned a bachelor of law degree from the University of Wisconsin.14 
 
Most law school graduates then settle into a long, lucrative career practicing law. George Yep, however, 
took a different path by enlisting in the United States Air Force on April 9, 1951. He spent the next 19 
years in the Air Force, leaving the armed forces for the second time, on June 30, 1970.15 Yep retired from 
the Air Force as a Lt. Colonel, having served in the Korean War and the Vietnam War, in addition to his 
World War II service.16 
 
George Yep was living in Annandale, Virginia, when he died at the age of 64 in February 1985.17 He was 
buried in Arlington National Cemetery (Section 59, Site 2433).18 
 
It was an impressive military career for a native-born, Asian-American who an ignorant person might 
have mistaken for the enemy in any of the three wars in which he served this country. 
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