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Abstract
of
NIHONMACHI: A DIGITAL EXHIBT ON NORTHERN CALIFORNIA’S
JAPANTOWNS
by
Jason Micka-Lee Bowman

Statement of Problem
The history of Japantowns in Northern California is limited to a few organizations and
books with very little digital content available for the general public to access. Japanese
communities throughout Northern California aided in the development of many towns
and cities through their contributions in agriculture and labor. The internment of Japanese
Americans during World War II and redevelopment projects in many cities in the 1950s
and 1960s devastated many Japantowns throughout the state. Today, only Los Angeles,
San Francisco, and San Jose have their Japantowns intact. The Nihonmachi digital exhibit
is an online exhibit that presents the history of the initial creation of the Japantowns, their
growth and contributions to their local communities, the challenges they faced from
discriminatory practices, and the effects that the internment and redevelopment had on
them. The exhibit will provide materials on the history of Japantowns in Northern
California to the general public while following exhibition practices and standards.

v

Sources of Data
Many sources were used in the creation of this project including the Center for
Sacramento History, the California State Library History Room, the Japanese American
Archival Collection at California State University, Sacramento, in addition to articles,
books, and museum exhibition publications.
Conclusion Reached
The Nihonmachi digital exhibition seeks to provide access to primary sources on
Japantowns in Northern California and seeks to explain why some Japantowns survived
the effects of the internment during World War II and the encroachment of
redevelopment in the 1950s and 60s. The exhibit is available for all to view at:
http://japantowns.omeka.net/
__________________________________,
Patrick Ettinger, Ph.D.
____________________________
Date
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PREFACE
Nihonmachi: A Digital Exhibit on Northern California’s Japantowns was created to
allow greater access to materials on the histories of the Japantowns of Sacramento, San
Jose, San Francisco, and Isleton. With an interest in museum studies, I wanted to create
an exhibit for my thesis project, but I needed a topic. The idea for the project came about
due to my interest in Japanese history, as well as learning during one of my graduate
classes at Sacramento State that Sacramento used to have one of the largest Japantowns
in the state. Because knowledge of the Japantown was largely forgotten by the
Sacramento community, I wanted to focus my thesis project on the topic. My interest in
Japanese history came about during high school when I took a class on World History
and learned about the history of Japan. Around the same time, I was introduced to
Japanese anime and became fascinated with Japanese culture and desired to learn more
about Japan. Throughout my time in college I have focused on learning not just the
history of Japan but also the language, as I majored in Asian Studies with a concentration
on Japan during my undergraduate work at Sacramento State.
Choosing to make an exhibit was an easy decision, as I could work on creating a
narrative that would cover this large section of Japanese-American history. The history of
Japantowns has not had a lot of academic research done on the subject, with most of
research being done for the Images of America book series by independent researchers.
Since I was not affiliated with any museum at the time, I chose to do the exhibit digitally
which would provide greater access to the project. The Nihonmachi digital exhibition
vii

contains photographs, documents, oral histories, streaming video documentaries, and
artifacts. At the time of this writing, there are limited materials on the history of these
Japantowns for online accessibility, with the California Japantowns web site being the
best source. However, the California Japantowns site lacks detail, as it only provides
maps and minor information on the history of the Japantowns and it has not been updated
for several years. Opportunities for research on this subject in person are difficult for
students, as the few organizations that have the resources are spread out and have limited
operating hours during the week. These organizations also do not have the resources to
provide access to their collections online, thus making it difficult to conduct research on
the topic.
The creation of the Nihonmachi digital exhibit will benefit researchers and educators
by making the materials more accessible for them to cover this topic of JapaneseAmerican history. This thesis seeks to cover the history of Japanese Americans and the
Japantowns as well as looking at the process of creating the digital exhibit. Chapter one
looks at Meiji-era Japan and how, after centuries of isolation, the government allowed its
people to leave the country to find work abroad. Many of these early Japanese
immigrants traveled to America and laid the foundation for the Japanese-American
community. Chapter two discusses the discrimination that Japanese immigrants faced
from anti-immigrant groups as well as from the state and federal government, who passed
laws aimed at limiting Japanese immigration rights. Chapter three focuses on the
internment of Japanese Americans during World War II and the effects it had on the
viii

Japanese community. Chapter four details the resettlement of Japanese Americans in the
post-war period and discusses how some Japantowns were able to bounce back while
others died out. Chapter five details the history of San Francisco’s Japantown and its role
as the largest Japanese-American community in the United States.
Chapter six goes over the San Jose Japantown and how it is the only Japantown left
untouched by urban redevelopment. Chapter seven highlights Sacramento’s Japantown as
one of the largest in the state until redevelopment plans demolished the Japantown and
broke up the Japanese community. Chapter eight takes a look at the small Japantown of
Isleton, and how it was abandoned by the Japanese community after War World II yet has
remained relatively intact since then. Chapter nine explains the role of museums today
and how digital exhibits can provide greater accessibility to museum collections and can
enhance a viewer’s learning experience. In chapter ten I discuss the creation of the
documentary film on Sacramento’s Japantown on which I collaborated with Professor
Jeffrey Dym for the “A Place Called Sacramento Film Festival.” With chapter eleven I go
over the process of creating the digital exhibit and the challenges I faced in collecting all
the materials from different organizations. Chapter twelve will summarize the project.
As more and more museums enter the digital age, creating a digital exhibit is an
effective way for museums to provide access to their collections, as well as attracting
interest in their organization. The goal of the Nihonmachi Digital Exhibit is to provide
access to this particular portion of Japanese-American history and to highlight their
importance in California history.
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Chapter 1
MEIJI JAPAN AND EARLY JAPANESE IMMIGRATION
In 1853 Commodore Matthew Perry, under orders from President Millard Fillmore,
arrived in Japan to negotiate the opening of Japan for trade with America. For over two
hundred years Japan had been under a policy of isolation from the rest of the world. The
policy enacted by the Shogun, Tokugawa Iemitsu, aimed at preserving the peace of the
country and keeping out foreign influences. The policy of isolation, or Sakoku, was rather
successful, as Japan had limited contact with the outside world apart from allowing the
Chinese, Korean, and Dutch to trade with them in designated ports. The arrival of
Commodore Perry’s black ships in Edo Bay caused quite a stir and his ominous demands
to open the country for trade would result in significant changes for the course of world
history. After being subjected to the same unequal treaties that China was forced to abide
by after the Opium War, Japan moved rapidly to modernize by consolidating power
under the Meiji Emperor and switching from an agricultural society to an industrial one.
In their efforts to modernize and become a Westernized country the Japanese hoped that
they could renegotiate the unequal treaties that were placed on them by the Western
Powers. Removing the Sakoku ban on Japanese leaving the country and the decline of
agricultural jobs as the economy transformed itself, led to many laborers looking for job
opportunities abroad.
The first group of Japanese to settle in the mainland United States arrived in 1869 in
the Gold Hill area of El Dorado County. The group consisted of twenty-two samurai,
their families, and Henry Schnell, a Prussian arms dealer and his family. Schnell had
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been living in Japan for many years supplying guns and training the samurai of
Matsudaira Katamori, the Daimyo of Aizu Wakamatsu Province. In return Schnell was
given Samurai status and allowed to marry a Samurai class woman by the name of Jou.1
In 1868 the Boshin War broke out between the supporters of the Shogun and the new
Meiji government. Matsudaira who was related to the fifteenth and last Shogun,
Yoshinobu Tokugawa sided with the shogun. After Matsudaira lost the Battle of Aizu in
November of 1868 he surrendered his forces to the Imperial loyalists. Henry Schnell
decided to flee the country after Matsudaira’s surrender. With backing from Matsudaira,
Schnell and his followers left Japan to start a Tea and Silk Colony in America. Upon the
group’s arrival in San Francisco on May 20, 1869 they purchased 200 acres of land in the
Gold Hill area of El Dorado County from Charles Graner, who had settled in the region
in 1856 and owned many properties in the area.
The colony got off to a good start, as the colonists had brought with them over ten
thousand mulberry trees, tea plants, and silk worms. Within the first year they displayed
their wares at both the 1869 California State Agricultural Fair in Sacramento and the
1870 Horticultural Fair in San Francisco. During this time Schnell’s wife Jou gave birth
to a daughter, who they named Mary. She was the first recorded Japanese person to be
born in America. Unfortunately, a drought in 1871 brought about economic and labor
problems for the colony, and Henry Schnell left with his family, promising to return to

1

Alan Ehrgott, History of the Wakamatsu Tea and Silk Farm Colony, (Coloma, California: American River
Conservancy, Summer 2017), http://www.arconservancy.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/10/WakamatsuHistory_Summer2017.pdf
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Japan to acquire funds. He never returned. When they realized that the Schnell family
were not coming back, the rest of the colonists eventually dispersed, and the property was
sold to Francis Veerkamp. Some members of the group returned to Japan while others
settled in the area. One of the colonists was a young girl named Okei Ito who had come
over to be the Schnell’s nursemaid. She decided to work for the Veerkamp family but
tragically died a few months later. Okie is recorded as the first person of Japanese descent
to have died in America and her grave is still tended to this day. In 1969, for the
centennial ceremony for Japanese Americans, Governor Ronald Regan visited the site
and made it a state historical site. For over a hundred years the Veerkamp family
preserved the property. In 2010 they sold it to the American River Conservancy, who
currently manages the site to show how significant a role Japanese Americans had on the
history of California.
While the Wakamatsu Colony had been the start of Japanese immigration to America
and while some Japanese had been traveling abroad since the mid-1850s, the official ban
on Japanese leaving Japan was not lifted until 1885. Prior to the ban the majority of
Japanese who did travel to the United States were students seeking to study abroad at
American universities. At the other end of the spectrum, many Japanese laborers
immigrated to Hawaii to work on the sugar plantations. In 1882 the Chinese Exclusion
Act, which severely limited Chinese immigration, was passed and signed into law by
President Grover Cleveland. Many farmers and factory owners throughout the West
Coast of the United States were cut off from a source of cheap labor with the Chinese and
so turned to the Japanese to take their place. The demand for laborers in the mainland
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United States prompted many Japanese to travel there for work. The influx of Japanese to
the West Coast would increase dramatically in the ensuing decade and many of
California’s Japantowns got their start in the 1890s. The first Japantowns catered to the
bachelor lifestyle and were made up of general good stores, bath houses, lodgings,
restaurants, pool halls, and gambling dens.2 The Japanese population in America between
1890 and 1920 was predominately male. Many of those who had immigrated were
second, third or fourth sons of prominent families who had no prospects back in Japan
and so came to America to make their fortune and return home. Many of the Japanese
who came over worked predominantly as field hands, farmers, lumberjacks, fishermen,
and laborers for the construction of the railroad. Many Japanese immigrants lived in tents
and bunkhouses and worked for cheap wages in order to survive and earn enough money
in the hopes of making a better life for themselves.

2

Suzie Kobuchi Okazaki, Nihonmachi: a story of San Francisco's Japantown, (San Francisco: SKO
Studios, 1985), VI.
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Chapter 2
DISCRIMINATION AND JAPANESE IMMIGRATION
From the very beginning Japanese immigrants faced discrimination and hostility as
they were often blamed for stealing jobs and not integrating into American society. The
resentment against the Japanese would only get worse as time went on due to the belief in
the “Yellow Peril” that was a popular ideology among westerners in the late nineteenth
century. The Yellow Peril was the idea that the peoples of Asia were a danger to whites
and was popularized by Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany as a way to legitimize the
colonization of Asia.3 After the Japanese victory in the Russo-Japanese War of 19041905 the fear of the Yellow Peril only increased and was a major factor in the creation of
the Japanese and Korean Exclusion League in 1905.4 The league was backed by such
newspaper as the San Francisco Chronicle, which regularly published editorials and
articles supporting the anti-Japanese sentiment growing in California.5 Eventually the
Japanese and Korean Exclusion League changed its name to the Asiatic Exclusion
League and in 1908 had roughly over 110,000 members in California alone.6
After the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and the resulting fires, the San Francisco
Board of Education issued an order banning Japanese children from attending public
3

Rupert G. Greenberry, The yellow peril: or, The Orient vs. the Occident as viewed by modern statesmen
and ancient prophets, (Britton, Oklahoma: Union Publishing Company, 1911), 9.
4

Raymond Leslie Buell, "The Development of the Anti-Japanese Agitation in the United States," Political
Science Quarterly, Vol. 37, No. 4 (1922): 605-38, 616.
5

6

"Another Asiatic Problem Menaces America," San Francisco Chronicle, February 23, 1905, 2.

Edwin E. Ferguson, "The California Alien Land Law and the Fourteenth Amendment," California Law
Review 35, No. 1 (1947), 64.
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schools and ordering them to attend Chinese School. Many Japanese parents protested the
forced segregation and wrote to the Japanese government asking for help. When the
Japanese government protested the unfair treatment of the Japanese school children,
President Theodore Roosevelt intervened. The school board did not relent on the
segregation of the schools unless there were restrictions placed on Japanese immigration.
Eventually the two sides came to an agreement and on February 15, 1907 the school
board allowed the Japanese children to attend public schools while the Japanese
government agreed to not issue passports to laborers who wished to work in America.7
While the Gentlemen’s Agreement, as this settlement came to be known, restricted
Japanese immigration it did allow for the wives of Japanese men who were already living
in America to come over. Due to the restriction of travel between the United States and
Japan, many Japanese men who had come to America could not afford to go home and so
decided to settle down in the U.S.A.8 Using the loophole in the agreement, many
Japanese men who lived in America would send a picture of themselves to their relatives
back in Japan to help find them a wife. Once a wife was found she would send a picture
of herself back to her prospective husband. If the couple reached an agreement the bride
would marry her husband by proxy. Once married she would be placed on the family
registry and be issued a passport to go live with her husband in America. Many Japanese
women agreed to become “Picture Brides” in order to send money back to their family or
7

The Japantown Task Force Inc., San Francisco's Japantown, (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005),
8.
Dennis Ogawa and Glen Grant, “The Japanese in Hawai'i: 1885-1920,” (San Francisco: Center for Asian
American Media), http://caamedia.org/picturebride/idx_japan.html. (Accessed September 26, 2017).
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out of obligation to their parents who would arrange the marriages.9 Between 1908 and
1920 it is estimated that about 10,000 picture brides came to the United States.10 Due to
the influx of Japanese women immigrating to America the makeup of the Japantowns and
the Japanese communities in general were drastically changed. From catering to
bachelors, they now became more geared towards family life.11 Over time the gambling
halls and brothels would fade in popularity and would be replaced with schools, movie
theaters, community centers, and family-owned stores.12As more and more Japanese men
married their picture brides, the population of Japanese Americans grew significantly.
Since the bulk of Japanese men at the time worked as laborers on farms, many of them
decided to start up their own farms and engaged in the lucrative practice of truck
farming.13 Between 1900 and 1910, the number of farms owned by Japanese dramatically
increased from 4,698 acres to 99,254 acres.14 By settling down permanently, the Japanese
hoped to examine the image of them by the public as migrant workers who only wished
to come to America to make money and then go back to Japan. As Scott Kurashige
suggests, “By demonstrating the productive capacity and productive ethos of the Japanese
9

Carol C. Fan, "Asian Women in Hawai'i: Migration, Family, Work, and Identity," NWSA Journal 8, no. 1
(1996): 70-84, 75, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4316424.
10

Kei Tanaka, "Japanese Picture Marriage and the Image of Immigrant Women in Early Twentieth-Century
California," The Japanese Journal of American Studies, no. 15 (2004): 115-38, 116,
http://sv121.wadax.ne.jp/~jaas-gr-jp/jjas/PDF/2004/No.15-115.pdf.
11

Curt Fukuda and Ralph M. Pearce, San Jose Japantown: a journey, (San Jose, CA: Japanese American
Museum of San Jose, 2014), 34.
12

The Japantown Task Force, Inc., San Francisco's Japantown, 8.

13

Truck farming is the practice of growing one or more vegetables on a mass scale to be shipped to distant
markets. Truck farming allows for seasonal crops to be shipped to areas where the specific crop is limited.
14

Edwin E. Ferguson, "The California Alien Land Law and the Fourteenth Amendment," 67.
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people to white Americans (an Issei15 approach to the Jeffersonian ideal), the Issei might
disapprove the arguments of anti-Japanese agitators who deemed them unassimilable
foreigners.”16
Despite the restriction of Japanese immigration with the Gentlemen’s Agreement, the
hostility against Japanese immigrants continued unabated. Many newspapers backed by
nativist groups put pressure on California state legislatures, and in 1913 Governor Hiram
Johnson signed the Alien Land Law. The law prevented “aliens ineligible for citizenship”
from owning farmland and restricted the leasing of land to only three years. Asian
immigrant groups fell under the definition of “aliens ineligible for citizenship,” as
Chinese, Indian, Japanese and Korean immigrants were not allowed at the time to
become naturalized citizens. The practice of excluding Asian immigrants from becoming
American citizens would continue until 1952, when the Supreme Court of California
ruled that the law was in violation of the fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection
clause.17 Despite the passage of the Alien Land Law, it had little actual effect on Japanese
farmers as they found a workaround by purchasing land in their children’s names.
Ironically enough, despite the attempts made by anti-Japanese groups to restrict
Japanese immigration, the numbers of Japanese arriving in America increased

15

Issei is the Japanese term for the first-generation Japanese immigrants. Succeeding generations would be
called Nisei (second generation), sansei (third generation) etc.
16

Scott Kurashige, The shifting grounds of race: black and Japanese Americans in the making of
multiethnic Los Angeles, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 66.
17

Charles Fairman, "Finis to Fujii," The American Journal of International Law Vol. 46, no. 4 (1952): 68290, 682.
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dramatically between 1913 and 1920.18 Even with the restrictions placed on them from
the Alien Land Law, Japanese farmers would go on to contribute about 35 percent of
California’s commercial crops by 1920.19 Not to be deterred, anti-immigration groups
such as the Joint Immigration Committee, the Native Sons of the Golden West, the
American Legion of California, and others pushed their demands for an outright ban on
immigration from Asia in the period after World War I.20 These groups would be backed
by farmers and small businesses that saw the competition posed by the Japanese as
threats to their own interests. Many newspapers would pick up on the anti-Japanese
fervor and publish editorials and articles decrying the threat of the Japanese.21
The new restrictions that these groups hoped to pass would plug all the holes that were
in the original 1913 Alien Land Law. The anti-immigrant groups wanted laws that would
prevent immigrants from entering the country that were ineligible from attaining
American citizenship. In addition, they wanted to prevent Japanese immigrants from
buying land in their children’s names. The drive to restrict immigration gained significant
traction in the period after the war, as anti-immigrant groups focused with the usual
biases blamed the Japanese for the lack of jobs.22 The first of two harsher laws aimed at
the Japanese population was the California Alien Land Law of 1920 that blocked the Issei

18

Edwin E. Ferguson, “The California Alien Land Law and the Fourteenth Amendment," 68.

19

Kevin Wildie, Sacramento's Historic Japantown, Legacy of a Lost Neighborhood, (Charleston, SC: The
History Press, 2013), 28.
20

Edwin E. Ferguson, “The California Alien Land Law and the Fourteenth Amendment," 69-70.

21

Kevin Wildie, Sacramento's Historic Japantown, Legacy of a Lost Neighborhood, 28.

22

Edwin E. Ferguson, "The California Alien Land Law and the Fourteenth Amendment," 69.
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from purchasing land in their children’s names.23 After intense lobbying the federal
National Origin’s Immigration Act was passed with little resistance and signed into law
by President Calvin Coolidge on May 26, 1924. Due to the naturalization acts that
allowed only white Europeans and people of African descent to attain United States
citizenship, the Japanese along with all other Asians were barred from becoming
naturalized citizens. Unlike the 1913 Alien Land Law, the revised 1920 law, and the
Immigration Act had a significant effect on the Japanese population. Throughout the
1920s Japanese agricultural holdings declined from 321,276 acres in 1920 to 191,427
acres in 1930.24
Undeterred by the hostility against them, the Japanese community in California
managed to grow and prosper throughout the 1920s and 1930s. The drive against
Japanese farmers that had been the focal point of the 1920 Alien Land Law pushed many
Japanese to look for work in the cities. By 1935 Sacramento’s Japantown had about 355
businesses and families living within the space of six blocks.25 In 1910 San Francisco’s
Japanese community had fifty Japanese-run shops and businesses and a population of
around 4,700; by 1930 the population had increased to over 5,000 Japanese Americans
with 200 businesses in operation.26 Together, the relocation to the cities to start

23

Kevin Wildie, Sacramento's Historic Japantown, Legacy of a Lost Neighborhood, 27.

24

Edwin E. Ferguson, "The California Alien Land Law and the Fourteenth Amendment," 71.

25

Ibid. 60.

26

The Japantown Task Force Inc., San Francisco's Japantown, 39.
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businesses along with the arrival of the picture brides helped the Japanese communities to
withstand the movements that sought to push them out.27

27

Kevin Wildie, Sacramento's Historic Japantown, Legacy of a Lost Neighborhood, 34.
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Chapter 3
JAPANESE AMERICANS AND INTERNMENT
The bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 started a national wave of hostility
against Japanese Americans. Within hours of the bombing, the FBI conducted raids on
Japantowns throughout the West Coast and arrested 1,291 Japanese who were prominent
members of their society.28 Many of those arrested would eventually be released, but
their arrests disrupted life in their respected communities. Over the next few weeks police
and FBI agents patrolled Japantowns, where they confiscated any items that they deemed
as contraband, such as guns, radios, and cameras. In addition to having their belongings
confiscated, many Japanese-owned banks were shut down for a time, and a curfew was
put in place preventing the Issei and Nisei from traveling at night and going beyond a
five-mile distance unless it was for work.29
Shortly after the bombing at Pearl Harbor a lone Japanese pilot crash landed on the
Hawaiian island of Niihau and recruited three of the local Japanese Americans to help
him escape. That episode resulted in a struggle, with one of the native Hawaiians being
killed and the pilot as well.30 This incident would play a factor in President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt’s decision to issue Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 1942, which
gave the Secretary of War the authorization to create military zones along the West Coast

28

“2,303 Aliens are Rounded Up By U.S. Government,” Sacramento Bee, December 10, 1941, 27.

29

Curt Fukuda and Ralph M. Pearce, San Jose Japantown: a journey, 142.

30

William Hallstead, "The Niihau Incident," (Vienna, VA, HistoryNet, last modified November 12, 2000),
http://www.historynet.com/the-niihau-incident.htm (Accessed October 01, 2017).
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and exclude people of Japanese descent from them.31 Inspired by fears of fifth column
activity from the Japanese American population, the decision to relocate and intern them
was made by General John L. DeWitt on May 3, 1942. General DeWitt declared that
relocating the Japanese Americans was a military necessity contrary to both the F.B.I.
and F.C.C.’s statements that there was no evidence of the Japanese Americans being a
threat to national security. The order was issued, and the relocation process began soon
after.32
With little notice of the order to relocate, many Japanese Americans had to rush to sell
their homes and businesses at a low price. Unable to find anyone to look after their
homes many Japanese Americans had to leave behind many of their possessions. While
the army was busy building the permanent internment camps, about 90,000 Japanese
Americans stayed in fifteen assembly centers anywhere from three to six months. Many
of the assembly centers were housed at run-down race tracks and fair grounds, with some
people living in horse stalls or in barracks more suited to housing animals or soldiers than
families.
Eventually ten internment camps were built that were all situated in remote desolate
areas that suffered from harsh weather conditions. Life in the camps was hard, with
many of the buildings being made from paper thin materials without any plumbing or
cooking facilities. Many people had to build their own furniture from old wooden boxes
or lumber leftover from the construction of the camps, as they were only supplied with
31

Ibid.

32

Michi Nishiura Weglyn, Years of Infamy, (New York: William Morrow & Company, 1976), 34.
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cots. The camps were surrounded by barb wire fences and watch towers with armed
guards patrolling the perimeter. Despite the horrible conditions, the Japanese Americans
used the saying “shikata ga nai” roughly translated as “it cannot be helped,” to help deal
with the situation. Life continued on in the camps as best as it could with the internees
setting up schools, libraries, churches, and sports teams to help pass the time. Some
Japanese Americans eventually were allowed to go outside the camps to look for work. In
1943 a loyalty questionnaire was passed out to all adults in the camps and men who were
deemed eligible were selected to join the 442nd regimental combat unit that went on to
become the most decorated unit in U.S. history.33
Of the 120,000 Japanese Americans who were interned, Fred Korematsu, Gordon
Hirabayashi and Minoru Yasui were the only ones who refused to go along with the order
to relocate. Fred Korematsu was a twenty-three-year-old who had been working as a
welder in the Bay Area. He had stayed behind in hiding with his girlfriend after his
parents had left to go to the internment camps. Korematsu would be on the run for the
next few months and even hired a plastic surgeon to alter his appearance. However,
Korematsu was arrested in May 1942 and, while in jail, was approached by a
representative from the American Civil Liberties Union to discuss the possibility of
challenging the legality of the internment in court.34 Gordon Hirabayashi was a student at
the University of Washington who had refused to go along with the restrictions imposed
33

34

The Japantown Task Force Inc., San Francisco's Japantown, 69.

Matt Bai, "He Said No to Internment," The New York Times, December 25, 2005,
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/25/magazine/he-said-no-to-internment.html (Accessed October 01,
2017).
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on the Japanese. He violated the curfew law and was later arrested for not registering for
the relocation.35 Minoru Yasui was a lawyer in Oregon who sought to oppose the
internment and thus he purposely broke the curfew law by walking around at night and
then promptly turned himself in at the nearest police station.36 All three men spent
months in jail waiting for their cases to go to trial, where ultimately the Supreme Court
ruled against them stating that the internment was necessary in a time of war.37
While the Supreme Court ruled against the cases of Korematsu, Hirabayashi and
Yasui, one case did manage to achieve a win for Japanese Americans during the war.
Mitsuye Endo, was born on May 20th, 1920 in Sacramento and attended Sacramento
Senior High School. After graduation she attended a secretarial school, which allowed
her to get a job for the state Department of Employment. After the bombing of Pearl
Harbor, many Japanese who worked for the state were laid off, and Mitsuye was one of
sixty-three state workers who proceeded to file charges against their unlawful dismissal.
Going through the Japanese American Citizens League, Mitsuye hired James C. Purcell
to help with her case. As the Japanese were forced to relocate to the camps Mitsuye was
sent to Tule Lake Relocation Center and then to Topaz Relocation Center with her
35
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family. While Mitsuye was in the camps Purcell looked to challenge the legality of the
forced relocation through habeas corpus. Mitsuye’s petition against the legality of the
internment led to the United States Supreme Court ruling in her favor in December 1944.
The opinion stated that “A citizen who is concededly loyal presents no problem of
espionage or sabotage. Loyalty is a matter of the heart and mind, not of race, creed, or
color. He who is loyal is by definition not a spy or a saboteur.”38 Soon after the decision
was made, the U.S. army allowed the Japanese to leave the camps and return to the west
coast.
By 1944 the war had turned in favor of the United States, and the Supreme Court ruled
that the government should start allowing Japanese Americans to return to their homes on
the West Coast. Some Japanese Americans did not have homes to go back to, as they had
been forced to sell them or they were victims of vandalism and looting. Many Japanese
Americans went back to the Japantowns, where they were often welcomed back by their
friends and neighbors. Others faced outright discrimination. Without any aid from the
government, many Japanese had to rely on their own communities to help rebuild. Many
Japanese churches and organizations provided housing and help in finding jobs, and in
time, some of the Japantowns were able to rebuild.39
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Chapter 4
RESETTLEMENT IN THE POSTWAR PERIOD
With the Japantowns vacant during the war, many ethnic minority groups who were
usually restricted in where they could live, took up residence in them. In San Jose, during
the war, Filipino merchants opened businesses on Sixth Street and created their own
community within the deserted former Japantown.40 In Isleton, the Japantown there was
replaced by Little Manilla, as Filipinos took over the storefronts along the town’s main
street previously occupied by the Japanese.41 As, Jobo Nakamura told the Pacific Citizen,
“When the Japanese left Sacramento in 1942, the Nihonmachi [Japantown] was quickly
populated in turn by Mexicans and Negroes. Today there are some honkey-tonks and
tortilla houses firmly entrenched in the ‘Japanese Town’ to which the Japanese react with
patient resignation.”42 When the Japanese returned from internment, they found their
former homes and businesses occupied and had to find lodgings elsewhere.
Many Japanese Americans faced racial hostility against them. In Sacramento a group
called the Sacramento Home Front Commandos set about petitioning the city to prevent
Japanese Americans from coming back stating that, “No Jap is now fit to associate with
human beings.”43 The California Preservation Association chapters of Auburn,
Sacramento, Vacaville and Winters as well as members from such groups as the Native
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Sons of the Golden West, the American Legion, and the Sacramento Farm Bureau joined
together to start a campaign to block the return of the Japanese to California.44 In addition
to the anti-Japanese groups pushing for an official policy of restricting Japanese from
returning to their homes, there was outright violence against the returnees as well.
Throughout 1945, many Japanese Americans reported cases of vandalization, arson, and
drive-bys against their homes and business.45
With the coming of age of the Nissei in the postwar period, many of them had entered
professional positions that allowed them to easily integrate into American society more
so than the Issei had done.46 In the article, “Achievement, Culture and Personality: The
Case of the Japanese Americans,” William Caudill and George de Vos state that, “What
appears to have occurred in the case of the Japanese Americans is that the Nisei, while
utilizing to a considerable extent a Japanese set of values and adaptive mechanisms, were
able in their prewar life on the Pacific Coast to act in ways that drew favorable comment
and recognition from their white middle class peers and made them admirable pupils in
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the eyes of their middle class teachers.”47 The success achieved by the nisei allowed for
the Japanese American community to prosper in the ensuing years after the internment.
Many who had been in the camps declined to talk about their experiences after the
internment, as some felt shame about what had happened, while others did not want to
dig up the past.48 Eventually a grassroots movement was started demanding that the U.S.
government make a formal apology for the internment. By 1980 the movement had
grown strong with the help of the Japanese American Citizens League and Senator Daniel
Inouye, who helped to pass a bill to create a commission to determine if the interment
was necessary.49 With a nine-member panel, the commission heard testimonies at public
hearings throughout the country and published its findings in its report, Personal Justice
Denied, that was essential in the passage of the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 and the
rulings for the Coram Nobis Cases50 of Fred Korematsu, Gordon Hirabayashi and Minoru
Yasui.51
In 1981 legal scholar Peter Irons discovered that the previous Secretary of War
Charles Fahey had withheld and altered reports from various branches of the government
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stating that the Japanese Americans showed no sign of disloyalty during the trials of
Korematsu, Hirabayashi and Yasui in the 1940’s. This evidence, coupled together with
the Commission’s Personal Justice Denied, prompted the three to open their cases by
petitioning for a writ of error coram nobis that allowed for the court to correct any errors
in a previous trial. With the help of three volunteer legal teams, the three men were
ultimately successful in getting their convictions overturned and the granting of the
petitions that contributed to the success of the passage of the Civil Liberties Act of
1988.52 This Act, signed by President Ronald Regan, issued a formal apology by the
United States government to all who had been interned and awarded each 20,000 dollars.
Despite the resistance against the returnees to the West Coast many of them were able
to rebuild their communities after the war, especially in the larger cities of San Francisco,
San Jose, Sacramento and Los Angeles. These Japantowns were able to thrive and rebuild
in the postwar period, and by the late 1940s the restrictions against immigrants from Asia
were relaxed due to many of them aiding in the war effort. In 1943 the Chinese Exclusion
Act was nullified by the passage of the Magnuson Act, which allowed for Chinese
immigrants to become naturalized.53 In 1946, the Luce-Celler Act was signed into law
that also allowed Filipinos to become naturalized citizens.54 By 1952 restrictions were
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eased even more when the McCarran-Walter Act was passed that finally allowed the Issei
to become U.S. citizens.55
By the 1950’s many of the larger Japantowns had recovered from the internment years
and had begun to regain their former glory. In Sacramento, the Japanese community
recovered and started to reopen their former shops as well as new ones. Throughout the
decade the Sacramento Japantown would be a host to a number of events, most notable
was the fiftieth anniversary of the Buddhist Church on December 9, 1950. Hundreds
attended the celebration. The Golden Jubilee, as it was called, celebrated the creation of
the second oldest Buddhist church in America and was presided over by Bishop Enryo
Shigefuji, who was the only Buddhist bishop in America.56 Both the San Francisco and
San Jose Japantowns during the 1950s experienced extraordinary growth as their
communities, adapted with the times, and made the switch from being the centralized
point of the Japanese community to becoming its designated shopping district. Like many
people in the post-war period, the Japanese Americans would move out of the former
hubs of the community and into the outlying areas, as the housing laws restricting where
they could live were relaxed.57
Unfortunately, the prosperity of the Japantowns was not to last, as many cities in the
ensuing years would pass plans for urban redevelopment that would forever tear apart
many Japanese communities. These projects, under the jurisdiction of local and state
55

The Japantown Task Force Inc., San Francisco's Japantown, 76.

56

"Buddhist Church Will Celebrate 50th Anniversary," Sacramento Bee, December 8, 1950, 4.

57

Curt Fukuda and Ralph M. Pearce, San Jose Japantown: a journey, 201; Suzie Kobuchi Okazaki,
Nihonmachi: a story of San Francisco's Japantown, (San Francisco, CA: SKO Studios, 1985), 112.

22
governments, used the power of eminent domain to seize properties to clear away areas
that were perceived as slums and build up new development projects such as the Capital
Mall in Sacramento, the Japanese Cultural and Trade Center in San Francisco, and the
construction of the Crosstown Freeway in Stockton. These projects displaced hundreds of
Japanese families and businesses. They tore apart the original Japantowns and in some
cases, forced the Japanese communities to disperse. In the postwar period a lot of the
smaller Japanese communities did not last long, as many of their occupants would either
move to join the larger Japanese communities or would disperse throughout California.
By the end of the 1960s, of the forty-three Japantowns that had existed in California, only
those in San Francisco, San Jose and Los Angeles remained. These three communities
were able to withstand numerous attempts to remove them, but through strength and
perseverance they were able to withstand and continue the legacy of the Japanese
community.
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Chapter 5
SAN FRANCISCO’S JAPANTOWN
San Francisco home to one of the largest Japanese communities in America, had the
distinction of having multiple Japantowns within the city. The earliest Japantowns
initially started sometime in the 1890s and were located south of the Market District and
within Chinatown. San Francisco served as the main focal point of entry for Japanese
coming to mainland America, and the Japanese community there is the oldest in the
continental United States. Many Japanese organizations got their start in the city, such as
the Buddhist Church, (he first Pure Land Buddhist Church in America), which was
founded in 1898. The Church was originally located at 807 Polk Street but was destroyed
in the 1906 earthquake. The church then moved to a house at 1607 Gough Street where it
stayed until 1910 when the property at 1881 Pine Street was purchased.58 The church
officially opened in 1914 and has been serving the San Francisco Buddhist community
for over one hundred years. The Fukuinkai or Japanese Gospel Society was founded on
October 6th, 1877 and is believed to be the oldest Japanese organization in the United
States.59
The Society was created to help Japanese students who were studying abroad adapt to
life in America and would hold meetings in the basement of the Chinese Methodist

58

The San Francisco Planning Department, San Francisco Japantown Historic Context Statement, (San
Francisco, CA: Page & Turnbull Inc., 2009), 36,
http://sf-planning.org/sites/default/files/FileCenter/Documents/1696Japantown_Context_Statement_REVISED_5-11.pdf (Accessed October 20, 2017).
59

The Japantown Task Force Inc., San Francisco's Japantown, 7.

24
Episcopal Mission in Chinatown. The organization was made up of both Methodists and
Congregationalists and would hold meetings once a week on Saturday where members
could debate and hold Bible study sessions. In addition to the weekly Bible study
meetings, the Society also offered room and board, help in finding work, and provided a
place for Japanese students to socialize.60 Sometime between 1882 and 1883 a group of
members of the Society eventually split off and went on to form the San Francisco
Church of Christ in 1885.61 Shortly after the group split, the Society became a Methodist
Mission and started chapters in other locations such as Oakland in 1884 and Honolulu in
1888.62 The organization operated for a number of years helping Japanese students until
the earthquake and the resulting fires of 1906 destroyed the mission and the original two
Japantowns.
The San Francisco Japanese Presbyterian Church and Mission is the oldest Japanese
Christian Church in America and was created to instruct the Japanese on the teachings of
Christ and pass on good morals and values to them.63 Initially the Church was located at
118 Golden Gate Avenue. It moved to 121 Haight Street where it remained until 1912
when it moved to 1811 Sutter Street. By 1920 the Church had renamed itself to the
Japanese Church of Christ and moved once again to 1500 Post Street, in the center of
60

Ryo Yoshida, "Japanese Immigrants and their Christian Communities in North America A Case Study of
the Fukuinkai, 1877–1896," Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 34, no. 1 (2007): 229-44, 234.
61

Brian Niiya, Japanese American history: An A-to-Z reference from 1868 to the present, (New York:
Facts on File, 1993), 148-149.
62

Ryo Yoshida, "Japanese Immigrants and their Christian Communities in North America A Case Study of
the Fukuinkai, 1877–1896," 235.
63

The Japantown Task Force Inc., San Francisco's Japantown, 25.

25
Japantown.64 As the Nisei (Second generation born in America) started coming of age,
the church switched to having its sermons in both Japanese and English in 1936. During
internment, the church, like many other organizations, helped to store members of the
congregation’s personal belonging. When people started to return in 1945, the church
offered a place to stay for those who had lost their homes. As with most places in
Japantown, the church had to relocate during the urban development projects of the 1960s
and 1970s.65 In 1975 a new church was built in the modernist style at 1700 Sutter Street
where it has remained ever since.66
The Nihonmachi, south of Market was located along the back streets of Jessie and
Stevenson and consisted primarily of lodgings, bath houses, and pool halls.67 The
earthquake of 1906 devastated these two earlier Japantowns along with most records on
them. The only remnant of the Market Japantown is the Benkyodo Confectionary
Company which is one of the oldest businesses in Japantown still in operation today.
Benkyodo was opened in 1906 by Suyeichi Okamura shortly after the earthquake.
Suyeichi ran the shop for a number of years, specializing in creating and selling manju
and mochi. Manju and mochi are pastries that are popular for celebrations in the Japanese
community.
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During the internment of Japanese Americans, the store was closed for the only time
in its hundred plus years of operation. Once the Okamura family was allowed to return
back home to San Francisco, the store reopened and in 1951 Suyeichi passed the shop
over to his son Hirofumi. Originally the business was located at 1553 Geary Boulevard
but in 1959, during the redevelopment of the Japantown area, the bakery moved a few
blocks away to its present location at 1747 Buchanan Street.68 Hirofumi ran the company
for thirty-nine years, when in 1990 he passed the business to his sons Ricky and Bobby
who still presently run the store. Nowadays the store is a popular hangout and serves
sandwiches and hotdogs from its lunch counter. The Benkyodo Candy Factory is the
oldest manufacture of manju in the Bay Area with only the Shuei-Do Manju Shop in San
Jose, which has been around for over sixty years, as a rival. After the earthquake of 1906,
many Japanese settled in either the South Park neighborhood or the Western Addition,
which is the current location of San Francisco’s Japantown.
The South Park Japantown was made up of businesses appealing to newly arrived
Japanese and travelers, as it was strategically located between the Southern Pacific
Railroad Station and docks used by various Japanese shipping companies. This
neighborhood was a starting point for many Japanese who had just arrived in America
and offered lodgings, baths, general good stores, and places to eat. Some notable
businesses were the Kumamoto-ya Hotel, Tsuchida-doko Barber, Shirakawa-ya Bath
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House and the Omiya Hotel and Omiya Shoten.69 The Omiya Hotel was owned and run
by Shokichi Morino and his family. After the 1924 Immigration Act was signed into law,
the South Park neighborhood began to decline as there were no more Japanese coming
into the country. The final blow to the area came in 1933 when the docks for Japanese
ships were moved north of the South Park area. With that, the last few businesses
relocated to the Western Addition Japantown.70
While the South Park Japantown came and went, the Western Addition was rapidly
growing as the majority of Japanese moved there after the earthquake. This area had been
the home for many years to many middle, and upper-class white families. However, the
neighborhood also had a distinct Jewish population, who owned many of the buildings in
the area. After the 1906 Earthquake many of the Japanese who relocated to the Western
Addition would rent their homes and businesses from Jewish landlords. The Japanese had
settled between Sutter Street to the North, Geary to the South, Webster to the West and
Octavia to the East. By 1910 there were over fifty Japanese-run businesses, and the
neighborhood was home to over four thousand Japanese.71 As the main port of trade
between Japan and the United States, the San Francisco Japantown catered to visitors
from Japan as well as from other Japantowns in the country. The Western Addition
Japantown like most Japantowns at the time was made up of bachelors and contained
many hotels, bathhouses, and gambling dens. However, within a few short years after the
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arrival of the picture brides there is evidence of changing demographic, as a few
midwives appeared in the area to offer their services.72
As the neighborhood began to be populated with Japanese families, many of the
children started to attend the two local schools, the Raphael Weill School and Pacific
Heights Elementary.73 The Raphael Weill School, located at 1500 O’Farrell Street, was
named after a local Jewish merchant and leader of the community who founded the White
House Department Store. The school was probably the most diverse in San Francisco, as
many children from different ethnic groups attended it.74 During the evacuation of
Japanese Americans to the internment camps, Raphael Weill School was famously the
location of some of the photographs that Dorothea Lange shot of Japanese children days
before they were evacuated in April of 1942.75 Besides offering classes for Japanese
children, the school also had an Americanization program to help the Issei get adapted to
American society. Today the school is known as the Rosa Parks Elementary School.
In addition to going to elementary school, many Japanese children attended language
schools so that they could learn their native language and culture. Kinmon Gakuen
(Golden Gate School), founded in 1910, was one of the earliest Japanese language
schools to be established. In 1911 the school officially opened and was merged with the
Homei Elementary School. By 1926 the school moved to its new location at 2031 Bush
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Street, where it has been in operation ever since. Over the years, the school has been
visited by members of the Japanese Imperial Family and continues to teach Japanese to
all who are interested.76 Morning Star Middle School was a mixed-race Catholic school
located near Japantown on Pine and Octavia Streets. The school was built in 1929-1930
and served students from different backgrounds for many years. While most schools at
the time were segregated, those in San Francisco were mixed due to the Gentlemen's
Agreement of 1907. Currently the Morning Star school is part of Stuart Hall High School.
Soon after the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1942 raids were conducted on
all Japantowns up and down the west coast by the F.B.I. and local police. Many
prominent members of San Francisco’s Japantown were arrested, such as Ichiro Kataoka,
who owned the Aki Hotel, which was unofficially the home for the Japanese Consulate at
the time. The arrest of Ichiro was reported on the front page of the San Francisco
Chronicle the next day.77 After the war the Kataoka's continued to run the hotel until
1959 when the hotel was torn down and replaced with the sixteen story Miyako Hotel
that is still in operation.78 Due to the Niihau Incident and the push from anti-Japanese
groups and editorials in newspapers after Pearl Harbor, public opinion started to turn
against Japanese Americans. Facing pressure President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed
Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 1942 that allowed military commanders to
designate an exclusion zone where they could remove peoples of enemy ancestry.
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The Japanese population of San Francisco was required to register at either the
Kinmon Gakuen School, the Raphael Weill School, or the YMCA on Buchanan Street.
Within a few short weeks the entire Japanese community had to prepare to be evacuated
and started to make plans for what to do with their homes, businesses, and belongings. A
lot of businesses had to sell their inventory at a loss, and some families had to abandon
their homes and items. In April of 1942, the Japanese of San Francisco were required to
report to the assembly centers, with many going to Tanforan in San Bruno. Tanforan had
previously been a race track that had been converted to house the Japanese temporarily
until the internment camps were ready. Because Tanforan had been hastily constructed,
the assembly center had poor living conditions and many people had to live out of stables
for months until they were sent off to the Topaz Internment Camp. In September of 1942,
the first groups arrived at Topaz and would spend the remainder of the war in the camp.
They had not broken any laws, nor did they have a fair hearing to voice their opposition.
Life in the Topaz camp was difficult, as the weather conditions were harsh, but the
Japanese Americans persevered and aided the war effort by donating food and supplies.
Without the Japanese living in the Japantown, many African Americans came to settle
in the unoccupied neighborhood. As the war went on many jobs were filled by minorities
who came to San Francisco to work in the city’s factories. Having nowhere else to go
since they were not allowed to live in white neighborhoods, many people settled in the
uninhabited Japantown.79 During the war the African American population of the city
increased by over 43,000, with many living in the Western Edition section of San
79
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Francisco.80 The empty Japanese Presbyterian Church was converted into the Church for
the Fellowship of All People, which is recognized as the country’s first inter-racial
church.81 As the war came to an end the Japanese slowly started to return to San
Francisco, where they found their neighborhood had drastically changed. Housing was
very problematic as many families had lost their homes and had to relocate elsewhere.
The local churches and schools along with the War Relocation Authority and other
government agencies helped in assisting the Japanese to return to the city and in
providing temporary places for people to stay. Finding work proved difficult for many
people, as hostility against them persisted for years after the war and a lot of companies
refused to hire any Japanese Americans.82 Many lost their businesses and were unable to
start over again and so took on manual labor jobs.
By 1947 the San Francisco Japanese community had returned to its pre-war
population but, as Professor Ben Kobashigawa has found while conducting research on
the Post War Japantown, the bulk of the population was made up of people new to the
area. This evidence possibly suggests that the newcomers had settled in the Japantown as
it was an ideal location for finding work and a place to stay as well as escaping hostility
against them from anti-Japanese groups.83 Many original families from San Francisco
returned after the war, but some decided to move elsewhere possibly fearing the anti80
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Japanese sentiment that was strong in California at the time. In 1948, there were over 150
Japanese owned businesses in Japantown which was down from the pre-war number of
over 400.84 Over the next few years San Francisco’s Japantown underwent a revival and
became a mixed-race neighborhood that included African Americans. With all the
African-American nightclubs located nearby on Fillmore Street, the neighborhood
became known as a “Harlem of the West.”85
For many years city officials and business interests were looking at ways to clear the
Western Addition of what they called “urban blight”. In 1948 a large part of Japantown
had been selected for urban redevelopment and with the passage of the National Housing
Act of 1949 the city was granted funds and the ability of eminent domain to clear out
areas that they determined were overcrowded or run down.86 The project was divided into
two project areas designated A-1, which was the area south of Post Street, and A-2,
which consisted of the land north of Post Street.87 Soon after the city started their plans
for redevelopment, many residents’ banded together and held meetings to discuss the
dangers of the city’s plans. The Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) protested the
plans for redevelopment and argued that the city incorporate the following ideas into the
order: non-segregation and non-discrimination in new dwellings, construction of
permanent, low-cost public housing, priority given to people displaced from the area to
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move into newly built units, priority given to small businessmen and professional people
in commercial areas to move into new building projects, and full protection of present
property owners in selling, plus equal and full opportunity to participate in construction
of new units if financially able to do so.88 However, these demands were ignored and
never implemented, as the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency (SFRA) started its
plans for the A-1 project and began to buy properties in 1956.89
From 1950 to 1960 the SFRA slowly cleared out a large portion of the Western
Addition.90 Those evicted were unable to negotiate and were not given any aid in
relocating. Over 8,000 people were kicked out of their homes, and of the 2,014 new
homes built by the SFRA only 686 of them were offered at affordable prices.91 Because
of the lack of affordable housing, many Japanese had to relocate elsewhere. Restrictions
against where they could live meant many left the city to live in the suburbs. Between
1950 and 1960 the Japanese population of the Western Addition decreased from 5,383 to
3,914.92 The construction of the Geary Expressway that began in 1961 would act as a
divider between the African-American neighborhood and Japantown.93 During the A-2
phase of redevelopment, over 11,000 homes were torn down to be replaced with only
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7,132 units.94 City and business officials wished to make the Japantown area into a
popular tourist destination and invited many high-priced businesses to the neighborhood.
The scope of the A-2 project ranged from Bush to Grove Street to Broderick and Van
Ness Avenue and encompassed over 270 acres. To counter the protests and outcry from
the A-1 project phase, the United Committee for the Japantown Community was formed
in 1962, and together with the Nihonmachi Community Development Cooperation were
able to save the four blocks between Bush, Sutter, Webster and Laguna streets from being
completely demolished.
The local community was also permitted to participate in the creation of the Japanese
Cultural and Trade Center. Minoru Yamasaki, an American-born Japanese architect,
designed the project while the peace plaza and pagoda were done by Dr. Yoshiro
Taniguchi and donated by the people of Osaka, Japan.95 Work on the center began in
1965 and took three years. When the center opened, it featured such businesses as
Hitachi, Nissan, and Mitsubishi as well as the upscale Miyako Hotel, and the Kinokuniya
Bookstore. To preserve the aesthetic of the neighborhood, architects Rai Y. Okamoto and
Van Bourg/Nakamura were hired by the SFRA to design the Buchanan Mall project
which began construction in 1970 and would finish five years later. The project was done
to create a cultural landmark for tourists to visit, with fountains, cobble streets, and a
large gate signaling the entrance to Japantown.96 Unfortunately, due to the development
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of the Japantown Center and Buchanan Mall, the property value of the neighborhood
skyrocketed, preventing many previous residents and businesses from staying in the area.
As the focus of the neighborhood switched to become a tourist spot, the Japanese
community would be further split apart.
Many of the most well-known businesses of San Francisco’s Japantown got their start
in the early days of the Western Addition, and one of the most famous was Uoki K. Sakai
Fish Market. The market was established shortly after the 1906 Earthquake by Kitaichi
Sakai who spent years selling fish and working as a cook. Kitaichi named the store after
himself but also included the Japanese characters for fish (Uo) and happiness (ki). The
store originally was located on Geary Street between Laguna and Buchanan Streets for a
number of years until the 1920s when it moved to 1684 Post Street, across the street from
the Sakai family home. During internment, the store was forced to close, as the Sakai
family was relocated to the Topaz Internment Camp. After returning from the camps, the
family ran the market for many years until it moved, for the third and final time, to 1656
Post Street in 1969. Unfortunately, Uoki K. Saki Fish Market closed after 105 years of
operation on December 31, 2011 when Robert Sakai the third-generation owner to
retired.97
There were numerous bookstores in Japantown’s history, with the most well-known
being Aoki Taisedo bookstore and Gosha-do bookstore. Aoki Taisedo originally opened
in the Chinatown Japantown but later moved to 1601 Geary Street in the Western
97
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Addition after the 1906 earthquake. In 1930, the store moved to a larger location at 1656
Post Street where it broadened its inventory to include records and stationery supplies.
For the next few years, Aoki Taisedo was the largest bookstore in Japantown, but with
the internment of Japanese Americans, the store was closed for good.98 Gosha-do
bookstore was opened in 1919 at 1698 Post Street and was run by Kanemitsu Aizawa.99
The store was a popular hangout, as many would play cards and peruse the store’s catalog
of books. Like all other businesses in Japantown, Gosha-do was closed due to the
internment. It reopened in 1947 at a new location at 1705 Post Street. Gosha-do would
remain open until it closed its doors in 1959.100
Soko Hardware is another longtime feature of the San Francisco Japanese community,
opened in 1925 by Masayasu and Naka Ashizawa at 1683 Post Street in the heart of the
Japantown. The name Soko was used as the Japanese name for San Francisco in the early
days of the Japantown and is roughly translated as “mulberry bush harbor.”101 The
couple ran the store for over twenty years and reopened the shop after the internment,
until Masayasu died in 1949, at which point their son Masao Ashizawa, who was
attending graduate school at UC Berkeley took over running the store. In 1951, a second
Soko Hardware store was open in the San Jose Japantown and was run by Masao’s
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brother Robert.102 During the 1960s, when urban development threatened many of the
Japanese homes and businesses, Masao was one of the community leaders who worked
alongside the city to build the Japantown Center. Masao would later move his store to its
current spot at 1698 Post Street, where Gosha-do Books was previously located. In 1979
Masao’s son Philip Ashizawa started working at the store after he graduated from
college. Philip worked alongside his father running the store for many years. In 2008, the
San Jose Japantown Soko Hardware closed with the retirement of Kenneth Ashizawa, but
the San Francisco store has been going strong and is still run by Philip and the rest of the
Ashizawa family.103
Shojiro Tatsuno, who emigrated from Nagano, Japan in 1893, started the last of the
famous Japantown businesses. In 1902, he opened the Nichi Bussan Bei dry goods store
in Chinatown, but after the 1906 earthquake relocated it to Gough Street. Sometime in the
1920s, the shop moved to the corner of Post and Buchanan Streets, became a department
store, and would remain there until the evacuation of Japanese Americans to the
internment camps. In preparation, the store held an evacuation sale in March of 1942,
where they sold off their entire stock at a great loss to the family. The store closed on
April 7th, 1942, while Shojiro and his family were interned at the Topaz camp in Utah.
Nichi Bussan Bei reopened on July 15th, 1946 but Shojiro passed the family business to
his son Masateru Tatsuno who had finished a stint in the U.S. Army. His son David
decided to open a second Nichi Bussan Bei in the San Jose Japantown in 1947. The two
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brothers would run their respective shops for many years.104 With the urban development
of Japantown in the 1960s Nichi Bussan Bei was forced to move down the street as its
previous location was demolished to build the Japantown Center.105 By 1973, both Nichi
Bussan Bei stores decided to focus on selling traditional Japanese goods and they would
continue to do so till the present day. However, in 1997 after Masateru Tatsuno passed
away the San Francisco store decided to close after ninety-five years of being in business.
While many businesses have come and gone in San Francisco’s Japantown, there
remains the few that have endured many hardships and continue to keep the spirit of
Nihonmachi alive. The growth of San Francisco’s Japantown during the early twentieth
century created one of the country’s largest ethnic enclaves and as the oldest Japantown
in the United States helped to shape the history of Japanese Americans. Today San
Francisco’s Japantown continues to be a focal point of the Japanese American
community by holding numerous celebrations such as the annual Cherry Blossom festival
and the Nihonmachi Street Fair. These attract hundreds of thousands of visitors every
year.106 While San Francisco’s Japantown remains, it is but a symbol of the rich
community that had once called the neighborhood home for many years. By the 1990s,
90% of San Francisco’s Japanese population live outside of Japantown, as the cost of
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living in the area had skyrocketed.107 Many of the family-owned businesses have long
gone out of business and little of the neighborhood retains the look of the original
Japantown before redevelopment. However, while San Francisco’s Japantown has
changed with the times, it still stands as a reminder of the contributions that the Japanese
community has made to American history.
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Chapter 6
SAN JOSE’S JAPANTOWN
During the 1860’s, Chinese laborers came to the Santa Clara Valley to work on the
farms in the area. Over time, the Chinese workers started to settle down near to the
downtown area of San Jose by Market and San Fernando Street. As more and more
Chinese came to settle into the area, anti-Chinese sentiment developed among the white
laborers, who blamed the Chinese for taking their jobs. In 1887 through the actions of the
Anti-Chinese Movement, Mayor C.W. Breyfogle and the San Jose city council declared
the Chinatown a public menace. On May 4th, 1887 a fire broke out in the Chinatown
under mysterious circumstances, that resulted in the entire neighborhood burning down,
due in part to the fire department's water tank having been drained, preventing them from
stopping the fire. Without any place to call their own, the Chinese community made a
deal with a wealthy landowner named John Heinlen, who sold the area between 6th and
7th Street and Taylor and Jackson Streets, for them to rebuild their community. John
Heinlen faced opposition for his actions, but was sympathetic to the Chinese, as his
family emigrated from Germany, and had faced anti-immigration groups before. The area
that the Chinese settled in, would be named after Heinlen, and would eventually become
what is today known as San Jose’s Japantown.108
Japanese immigrants started arriving in the area in larger numbers, after the 1882
Chinese Exclusion Act banned Chinese laborers from coming to America. Previously
many Chinese had worked in agriculture, at one of the many orchards and farms in the
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Santa Clara Valley, but as the Exclusion Act reduced the number of Chinese workers
available, the Japanese started to take their place. With the influx of Japanese into the
area, many businesses were started to cater to the needs of the community, which was
mainly comprised of bachelors. As the Japantown emerged, it was largely made up of
gambling dens, pool halls, bathhouses, general goods stores, lodgings, and brothels.
Despite the rather hedonistic aspects of the early Japantown, churches acted as the
cornerstones for the early Japanese communities, and one of the earliest churches setup
for the Japanese community in San Jose was the Japanese Methodist Episcopal Church.
Founded on August 13, 1895, the church was created with the aid of the Methodist
Church and was located for a short time in downtown San Jose off Second Street. The
church would change locations numerous times, before settling at its present spot at 566
North Fifth Street on July 20, 1913. As one of the oldest institutions in Japantown, the
church held numerous events, and offered classes and services for the community
throughout its long history. It created the Asians for Community Action and the Yu-Ai
Kai programs for example. Like many other churches, the Japanese Methodist Episcopal
Church helped to store members of the congregation’s possessions during the internment.
In 1955, the church was renamed to the Wesley United Methodist Church, after Reverend
Wesley Yamaka, and has remained a cornerstone of the Japanese community in San
Jose.109
Another cornerstone of the Japanese community in San Jose is the Hongwanji
Buddhist Church. Founded in 1900, the church would initially meet in the homes of their
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congregation members, until differences arose among the congregation. Many members
left the group to form the Independent Buddhist Mission. As the church grew, it added a
Japanese Language School, and a Buddhist Women’s Association. In 1913 Reverend
Honen Takahasi hired the Nishiura brothers to build a permanent church building. In
1925 the church caught on fire, and severely damaged the bell tower, and the stairs
leading into the entrance. In 1937 Reverend Honen Takahashi hired Gentaro, and
Shinzaburo Nishiura to construct a new church. The new church was designed by George
Shimamoto to replace the old wooden two-story building. The church was modeled after
the Nishi Honganji Temples in Kyoto and was officially consecrated in 1940. During the
Japanese internment, the Church was used to house the possessions of numerous families
but fell victim to arson in 1942. More additions to the church would come over the next
fifty years, as it added a hostel, a social hall, and replaced the original church building
with a new one, to suit the growing needs of the congregation. Today the church offers
Sunday Services, language classes, scouting programs, and other services.110
The early Japantown setup alongside the Chinatown was like other Japantowns of the
time, as it contained pool halls, gambling dens, loadings, and brothels. After the 1906
Earthquake in San Francisco devastated the cities’ Japantowns, many Japanese moved to
San Jose, which did not suffer as much damage, to restart their lives. Hokubei &
Company was one of the first Japanese businesses that was setup outside of Chinatown
on Jackson Street, as previously all the Japanese businesses were built alongside the
Chinese ones. With Hokubei opening up on Jackson Street other businesses followed, and
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soon this small area would become the center of Japantown.111 Hokubei first opened in
1906 by Kumakichi Nakamura who was also one of the founding members of the
Buddhist Church.112
With the influx of Japanese to San Jose due to the earthquake, as well as the arrival of
the picture brides, the leaders of the Japanese community formed the Nihonjinkai
(Japanese Association of San Jose) in 1908 to help newcomers to the city. Many of these
early businesses operated out of two story wooden structures, with the first floor being
the store area open to the public and the second floor being the residential area of the
family who ran the business. In 1908 on Fifth Street a meeting hall was built to allow for
movie showings, live performances, parties and other events. The Toyo Sake Brewery Co
was built next door to the meeting hall.113 In 1915 a fire destroyed the hall, but was soon
replaced with Okida Hall on Sixth Street, that had theater seating, and a large open area
where families would sit down to eat and watch the performances. Admission to the Hall
was free but guests were encouraged to donate. The hall gets its name from Fukuichi and
Harry Okida who purchased the property in the 1920s.114 The hall continues to serve the
neighborhood today as a rehearsal space for the San Jose Taiko drummers.115
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The Kuwabara Hospital was built in 1910 by brothers Gentaro and Shinzaburo
Nishiura, at 565 North 5th Street and is named after its first resident Dr. Taisuke
Kuwabara. Because Japanese doctors were not officially licensed by the state at the time,
Dr. James Beattie had to supervise Dr. Kuwabara and other Japanese doctors who would
take over for him.116 Many Japanese preferred going to the Kuwabara Hospital as they
did not speak English and couldn’t get the services needed from other hospitals.117 The
hospital stayed in business until 1934, when the first Japanese doctor got his degree from
Stanford University, and could practice at the San Jose hospital. From 1934 to the
present, the building was the headquarters for the Nihonjinkai (Japanese Association). In
1983 the building underwent interior renovation, that resulted in it being renamed the
Issei Memorial Building. Currently the building houses the office of many organizations,
such as the San Jose chapter of the Japanese American Citizens League.118
The Dobashi market was another early business in San Jose’s Japantown. Kinosuke
Dobashi, who originally named it Kinokuniya Shoten, opened it in 1912. The store would
eventually adopt the name of its owners and housed the Dobashi family on the second
floor.119 The shop sold basic goods such as vegetables, fish, farm and fishing tools and
other provisions, and did well enough that the family opened the Tachibana Restaurant
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across the street in 1927.120 In 1935 the original wooden building was torn down and
replaced with the current modern one. The market was able to reopen after the
internment, and three generations of the Dobashi family ran the market for almost one
hundred years, until it finally closed in 2006. The building currently is home of the
Tsugaru Restaurant.121
A local contractor named George Veteran built the Hotel Taihei in 1913. It was the
first hotel in Japantown, and at the time, it was the tallest building in Japantown with
three stories. It was owned by Kumataro and Tsuru Taketa and was a popular destination
in the early days of the Japantown, as many Japanese would stay overnight when they
came into town to buy goods. However, as the need for hotels dwindled in the following
decades, due to improvements in transportation, and more people buying cars, the hotel
became a boarding house that would rent out rooms on the top floor for office use.122 The
main floor had a dining room, and the main lobby while the second contained the rooms
for guests, and the third floor for a time served as the Akashi Photo Studio.123 Currently
the building is home of the Headliners clothing store as well as the Petite Galleria.
The Yamato Bathhouse was built in 1910 near the Chinatown area. The two-story
building had the traditional Japanese bath on the ground floor, and the family who ran the
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business lived on the second. Since many people did not have baths in their own homes,
the Bathhouse was a very popular spot in Japantown, and cost around ten cents to use.124
During the 1920s, Genkichi Minato became the owner. Though he kept the original name
for the bathhouse, over time people began to refer to it as the Minato Bathhouse.125
During the 1920s as the economy bounced back from the recession that followed
World War I, Japantown replaced its wooden walkways and dirt streets with paved roads
and sidewalks. The saloons and brothels gave way to grocery stores, photo studios,
restaurants, and candy shops.126 Most Japanese Americans were still farmers at this time
and would only come into town after a long day of hard work to get supplies that they
needed, or to relax with a good meal, or to partake at some form of entertainment that
Japantown offered. Many of the businesses offered goods catering to the farming
community, and in 1932, the Grower’s Market was setup on the outskirts of the neighbor
near Taylor and North Seventh Street.127 The market allowed farmers to distribute their
crops to other Japantowns throughout the state. Bini’s Bar and Grill was setup next door
to the market and catered to the laborers, who worked at the market and in this place,
time became one of the area’s popular destinations.128
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In 1929, Ichimatsu Tsurukawa built the two-story brick building at 665 North Sixth
Street for his Ideal Laundry Company. The building symbolized the growth of the
Japantown during this time and was the biggest one in Japantown. However, the stock
market crashed soon after the opening of the laundry and sent the country spiraling into
the Great Depression. Many businesses were forced to close over the next few years, such
as the Tachibana Restaurant, and the Ideal Laundry had to move to a smaller location.129
The K. Inukai Company took over the Ideal Laundry building for a time, selling
provisions to the farming community until the internment shut the business down in
1942. The building would house numerous businesses over the next 70 years such as the
Nishioka Brothers’ Fish Market and Grocery. It currently stands empty and abandoned.130
The Dobashi family replaced the Tachibana Restaurant with a Gold Fish Store run until
they had to close it when they were forced into the internment camps. The family
returned in May of 1945, and in 1951, they had the original building torn down, and
replaced with the current one, that contains multiple commercial spaces. The building has
housed many different businesses, such as the Shanghai Restaurant, Soko Hardware, and
the Shuei-Do Manju Shop.131 Currently the building still houses the Shanghai Restaurant
and Shuei-Do, while also having Nikkei Traditions and the Kaita Restaurant.
As America entered World War II after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, and Executive
Order 9066 was signed into law, the community took steps to protect their neighborhood.
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Many buildings and properties were entrusted to the care of non-Japanese who were
sympathetic to their plight. Due to the actions of these people who would check in on
Japantown during the war, the neighborhood remained relatively untouched during the
internment.132 However, not all were fortunate enough to have allies that could help
preserve the Japantown as many other communities suffered from vandalism and arson
that devastated many families when they left the camps.133
Between May 26 and 29 the entire San Jose Japanese community left to stay at the
Santa Anita Racetrack, where they would remain for a time, before being sent to the
Heart Mountain Internment Camp. During the war years, the area of Japantown remained
empty and boarded up, while a few places along Sixth Street were rented out to Filipino
businesses. Both the Chinese and Filipino communities next to Japantown grew and
prospered while the Japanese were interned.134
After the United States Supreme Court ruled that the Japanese Americans could be
allowed to return to the West Coast in January 1944, the City of San Jose issued a report
condemning several properties within Japantown that shocked many Japanese when they
returned to find their homes and businesses inhabitable.135 Stating that it was “pure
coincidence” that the report was issued prior to the return of the Japanese Americans the
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city stressed the uninhabitable conditions of the buildings.136 By the spring of 1945, most
of the Japanese had returned to San Jose, and the JACL organized to help the returnees
find work and places to live. Businesses started opening back up within Japantown, as
people returned from the camps. San Jose proved a popular spot for Japanese to emigrate
to after the internment, as it proved to be more tolerant than other parts of California.
Many new businesses opened in the postwar era, such as the Santo Market started by
Yoshijiro Santo and his wife Misaye Santo at 248 Jackson Street in 1946. The couple
decided to open their own grocery store instead of going back into farming after the war,
and the decision proved successful as the Santo family still runs the business to this day.
In 1955, the store changed its name to Santo Market, and was moved to its current
location at 245 East Taylor Street in a building that was designed by James Sakaguchi.137
Today the store specializes in selling Asian foods and operates a deli and cafe. Another
postwar business that became a staple of the neighborhood was Dave Tatsuno’s second
Nichi Bussan Bei. The San Jose branch opened in the former building where the
Tanizawa Grocery Store used to be at 140 Jackson Street. The family lived in the back of
the store for a time until they bought their own home on North Second Street. As the
popularity of malls grew in the 1960s, Nichi Bussan Bei decided to focus on selling
traditional Japanese goods like kimonos, tea sets, and gifts, instead of selling general
items that one could find in most other stores. During the 1990s, Arlene Damron the
eldest daughter of David Tatsuno took over running the shop from her father. The store
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celebrated its 50th anniversary on July 11th, 1998 with an appreciation sale and will be
celebrating its 70th anniversary in 2018.138
Throughout the postwar period, San Jose’s Japantown was able to prosper and grow.
However, by the 1970s the prosperity slowed down, as many businesses started to close
when their owners retired, and they had no one left to run them. Businesses like the
Mandarin Restaurant, Ichikawa Dry Goods, and Hashimoto Drugs closed for good. By
the end of the decade, many buildings in the neighborhood began to show their age, and
the San Jose Redevelopment Agency started looking to change the area. The community
feared what would happen to Japantown, as they had seen how redevelopment affected
other Japanese communities where large businesses and government agencies forced
businesses and families to relocate. To prevent this from occurring again, the Nihonmachi
Outreach Committee was formed of local residents and businesses owners. The
Committee’s members would attend public meetings held by the city to argue against any
drastic changes to the neighborhood. With the help of Mike Honda, who was on the city
planning commission, the Committee was able to redevelop Japantown without pushing
out its residents and inviting large businesses into the neighborhood.139 Because of the
efforts of the Nihonmachi Outreach Committee and Mike Honda, the San Jose Japantown
is the only one left that still retains the original feel, as it still consists of family owned
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businesses, with many currently being run by the Sansei (third) and Yonsei (fourth)
generations.
The arrival of the early Japanese immigrants to the Santa Clara Valley helped to boost
the agricultural sector, by providing a large workforce, and helped to establish the area as
a dominant farming community.140 As one of the last remaining Japantowns in the United
States, San Jose’s Japantown is a popular tourist attraction. Every year the neighborhood
holds numerous festivals and celebrations put on by the local community, which attracts
visitors to the city. While other Japantowns were wiped away by redevelopment projects
in the postwar period, San Jose’s Japantown remains unscathed and still is populated by
many of the original families who founded the neighborhood thus preserving its legacy as
one of the three remaining Japantowns in the United States.

140

Ibid. 25.

52
Chapter 7
SACRAMENTO’S JAPANTOWN
The birth of Sacramento’s Japantown came about due to its location, as the city is
conveniently located between San Francisco and the Sierra Nevada Mountains. This
proximity between the bay area, the central valley, and Sierra Nevada allowed for
Sacrament to be a hub of activity, as Japanese immigrant workers frequently stopped at
the city when travelling between farm jobs or helping in the construction of the railroad.
When not working on the numerous farms in the delta, the Japanese laborers would come
into Sacramento to spend their hard-earned money. The first Japanese inhabitants of
Sacramento made their home in the early 1890s between I Street and M Street (Now
known as Capital Avenue), and Second and Fourth Streets. As the Japanese were usually
not welcomed in businesses owned by whites, they settled right next to the city’s
Chinatown. Like other Japantowns, Sacramento’s began offering services to a largely
male population. In 1893 the first Japanese general goods store opened. Soon after other
businesses followed suit with general good stores that sold food and items from Japan,
Japanese restaurants, gambling halls, saloons, and brothels.141 As more and more
Japanese immigrants arrived in California, many of them settled in the growing
Japantown of Sacramento, and soon it became the fourth largest in the state. By the turn
of the century, over three hundred Japanese were living in Sacramento, and over a
thousand had settled in the county.142
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Many of the earliest groups of Japanese stayed at lodgings run by other Japanese.
These houses known as ken were setup to house Japanese who had come over from one
of the forty-seven prefectures of Japan. Therefore, those immigrants who had come from
Okayama prefecture would stay at the Okayama ken-lodging house. In addition to
providing newly arrived Japanese a place to stay, the kens would also help them to find
work.143 As the Japanese community continued to grow in Sacramento, the number of
boarding houses expanded, so that by 1909 there were thirty-seven of them.144
Churches played an integral role in the development of the Japantowns, and the first
Japanese church created in Sacramento was the Japanese Methodist Episcopal Church.
Reverend Tonochichi Kihara, making it the third oldest Japanese Methodist Church in
America, first established the church in Sacramento on February 12, 1892. The church
started out in a home located at 501 I Street but obtained its own building a few months
later at 310 Capitol Avenue. The church like many others offered a place to stay for
newly arrived Japanese immigrants and helped them find work in the area. In 1905, the
church moved to 417 P Street, and remained there until finally finding a longtime home
in 1931 at 331 O Street.145 In 1951 a new building was erected for the church that cost
over 45,000 dollars, and in 1954 the church was renamed the Pioneer Methodist Church.
By the late 1960s, the Florin Church was suffering from low attendance, as the
internment had devastated the Japanese community in Florin when many families had to
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sell their farms before leaving for the camps. The Japanese community of Florin never
fully recovered after the war and as with many of the smaller Japantowns dwindled in
size in the post war period. In 1968, the Florin Church officially merged with the Pioneer
Methodist Church to become the Sacramento Japanese United Methodist Church, and
took over the previous building from the Merwin Memorial United Methodist Church at
6929 Franklin Boulevard. Efforts to expand the church facilities came about in 1970,
after many church members helped to lower the cost for the new expansions, which
included a new social hall and sanctuary. Currently the church is overseen by the
Reverend Motoe Yamada and preaches to a multi-racial congregation.146
The Buddhist Church of Sacramento was founded on December 17th, 1899 at 1221
Third Street. In 1925, the church moved to a new location at 410 O Street after space
became an issue. In 1937, a gymnasium was added that would be rented out for use by
the community to show films and live performances. Through its long history has helped
to put on many events for Sacramento's Japantown such the Obon Festival, the Cultural
and Food Bazaar, and the Hanamatsuri. Right after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the
F.B.I. arrested many prominent Japanese leaders of the community while they were at the
Buddhist Church. During the internment period, the church was used to store the
belongings of members of the church. When the Capital Mall Redevelopment Plan was
announced in 1954, the Buddhist Church like many other locations in Japantown was
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demolished to make way for the office buildings and hi rise apartments. In 1959, the
Church moved to its current location at 2401 Riverside Boulevard.147
Reverend Kiichi Hijikata established the Sacramento Japanese First Baptist Church in
November of 1920 along with six others. The church was originally called Seisho
Gakuen (Bible Institute) and was located at 1530 Fifth Street. In 1922, the name was
changed to the Sacramento Japanese First Baptist Church, after Reverend Kiichi Hijikata
went back to Japan, and the Reverend H.Y. Shibata took over the congregation. As the
church grew in popularity they branched out, started a Woman's Society, a kindergarten
school, a chapter for the Boy Scouts, and opened branches in Mayhew and Woodland. By
July of 1932, the Baptist Church had a membership of over ninety people.148 During the
internment, the church housed many families' belongings and after the war ended, they
helped in housing people who had lost their homes.149 Like many other churches and
businesses, the Baptist Church was relocated after the Capital Mall redevelopment plan
forced it to move to its present location at 2900 29th Avenue.
One of the earliest businesses in Sacramento’s Japantown was the Aki Company that
opened in 1908 on the corner of Fourth and L Streets. Run by M. Kawamoto and E.
Tokio the store sold a mixture of imported Japanese goods and American items such as
clocks, jewelry, teas, wine, cigars, and other provisions. The company specialized in
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selling bamboo furniture and used two wagons to make deliveries throughout the city.150
The Aki Company was the largest store in Japantown and was divided into different
departments. It was a staple of the Japanese community for thirty years. The store closed
in 1938 in the midst of the Great Depression.151 Another early general goods store was
Koimori’s Kii Company located at 300 M Street that got its start in 1909 but closed in
1923 due to the recession after World War I that heavily affected many businesses in
Japantown. In 1926, the Japanese Association of the Sacramento Valley took over the
building previously used by Koimori.152
Many factors contributed to the rise in Sacramento’s Japantown population, starting
with the Gentlemen’s Agreement and the arrival of the picture brides. The influx of the
brides changed the makeup of the Japantown, as many of the bachelors who frequented
the saloons and brothels eventually married and settled down. No longer catering to a
largely male crowd, many new businesses opened to appeal to the arriving brides, as well
as families in general. Starting with Japan’s victory over China in the Sino-Japanese War
(1894-1895), the relations between the Chinese and Japanese communities in Sacramento
was tense, and violent incidents frequently broke out.153 Wishing to cease hostilities
between the two communities, Japantown slowly shifted its location over the years, so
that by 1910 it had moved to be in between third and fifth streets, L, and O Streets
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creating a buffer zone between the two communities.154 By 1910, Sacramento’s
Japantown contained twelve general goods stores, thirty-six restaurants, fifteen billiard
parlors, three newspaper publishers, a bank and a movie house. The Issei farmers by 1910
were heavily involved in farming grapes and strawberries in the Sacramento area. Due to
the effort of these farmers, they managed to grow more strawberries than any other farms
in the country and earned Sacramento its nickname as the Strawberry Capitol of
America.155 With the passage of laws aimed at limiting the rights of Japanese
immigrants, many Japanese who had previously worked in the agricultural industry
decided to start their own businesses that specifically catered to other Japanese.
Despite the laws passed against the Japanese and the recession that followed World
War I, Sacramento’s Japantown was able to survive. Businesses such as the Inaka
Company located at 1225 4th Street and run by Y. Matsuho and his family, opened in
1907 and sold groceries to not just Japanese residents but to non-Japanese as well.156
Unfortunately, the Stock Market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression led to the
closure of the shop in 1932. Fortunately, the family owned photography studio was
moved over from 1114 3rd Street to occupy a part of the building owned by the family,
while Matsuda’s Hardware store took up the rest of the building. Both businesses
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remained in operation until 1942, when they were forced to close due to the
internment.157
From the 1930s until it was closed in 1969, the Lincoln School served as the main
Elementary and Junior High School for the surrounding area that included Japantown.
After graduating from the Lincoln School students would go on to attend Sacramento
High School. While segregation of schools was permitted throughout California, many
places chose not to enforce it due to cost.158 Segregation would be legal in California
until 1947 when a group of Mexican American fathers won a court case against
segregated schools in the Ninth Federal District Court of Los Angeles. Soon after the
court’s decision, Governor Earl Warren revised the California Education Code and
removed the policy of segregation.159 The Lincoln school replaced the former Primary
School that was located on the corner of 4th and Q Streets and was previously called the
Franklin Primary School. The Franklin Primary School was built in the early 1890s and
changed its name to the Lincoln Primary School in 1893. Throughout its thirty plus years
in use the Lincoln School served a highly ethnic neighborhood and at its height the
Lincoln School had over 1,200 students. During the internment, the student population
dropped by thirty-three percent by the spring of 1942 as the entire Japanese population
was forced to leave.160 As the neighborhood changed over the years due to families
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moving to the suburbs, the school's population declined. By the late 1960s, the population
declined to 250 elementary students and 450 junior high students. During the 1970s, the
school was closed and used for administrative purposes. The school was a vital part of the
Japanese community as it introduced many of their children to American culture and
ideas.161
During the 1930's Sacramento's Japantown was a thriving community, but this all
changed with the bombing of Pearl Harbor. On the night following the bombing, police
and F.B.I. agents patrolled the Japantown and arrested prominent members of the
community. Tension was high among the residents of Sacramento’s Japantown as many
were uncertain of what the future would hold. Not long after the bombing did, the order
came to relocate Japanese Americas into internment camps. Many Japanese in
Sacramento had to give up their homes and businesses while interned. Many felt the loss
of the Japanese community in Sacramento from the internment. The farming industry
suffered a tremendous blow, as many farms lost the Japanese laborers who had worked
on them. Many Japanese owned farms would also remain empty and unused, as their
owners were unable to find caretakers for them before leaving for the camps.162
Thousands of strawberry and grapes were left to rot due to the labor shortage and
highlights the role the Japanese had in making Sacramento one of the key agricultural
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centers in the state.163 Over time, the entire Japanese population of Sacramento was sent
to the Walerga Detention Center to stay for a brief period, before being moved to
permanent internment camps. Those who arrived first began setting up a hospital, a
general store, a garden, a library and the camp’s own newspaper The Walerga Wasp.164
The Japanese remained at Walerga for almost two months before being sent off to the
Tule Lake Internment Camp along with Japanese from Yuba City and Marysville.
During the War, Sacramento’s Japantown changed, as other ethnic groups moved in to
take advantage of the empty houses and buildings. After over two years of the
internment, the Sacramento Japanese community returned to Sacramento and started to
rebuild. While they faced initial hostility against their return, the residents of Japantown
were able to rebuild with the aid of the churches and other organizations setup to help
them find homes and work. Some families returned to find their homes and businesses
vandalized and had to rebuild from scratch. Anti-Japanese sentiment lasted well after the
war had ended, making it difficult for many to start over. Many Japanese Americans
decided not to return to Sacramento and settled elsewhere like George Suzuki and his
family. The Suzuki family had arrived in California in 1914 and moved to Sacramento in
1927 where they helped to establish and run the Camellia City Nursery.165 As with all of
the Japanese community of Sacramento, they were sent to the Tule Lake internment camp
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in 1942. After they were released from the Amache internment camp, the family decided
not to return to Sacramento and settled in Colorado instead.166
Eventually the Japanese community regained some of its former glory by the 1950's,
though it was not comparable to the pre-war Japantown. Prior to Pearl Harbor, the
Sacramento Japantown had 471 businesses owned and run by Japanese Americans, but
by 1954, the number was reduced to 300.167 In the postwar period Japantown moved to
the area between L and P Street and Third and Fourth.168 Many businesses reopened in
their original spots or in new locations, and as the Nisei generation came of age many
settled into practice as dentists, lawyers, doctors and other professional positions.
Unfortunately, the prosperity of Sacramento’s Japantown was not to last, as in 1954 the
City Council and the Sacramento Redevelopment Agency passed the Capitol Mall
Redevelopment Plan.169 The plan would use the power of eminent domain to acquire
properties and demolish them in the West End of Sacramento that Japantown was located
within. Many city officials saw the area as a blight on the city. Once acquired the city
would go ahead with demolishing the neighborhood to build government office buildings
and widen the street of Capitol Avenue. As the makeup of the West End consisted of
about 21% African Americans, 30% Asian Americans, and 13% Latino Americans many
local residents, including prominent members of the Japanese community, accused the
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city of using the project as a form of racial discrimination, and spoke out against it.170
Meeting with the Sacramento City Council numerous times, members of the Japanese
American Citizens League (JACL), the Nisei Veterans of Foreign Wars, (NVFW) and the
newly formed Japanese American Redevelopment Study Association (JARSA) sought to
protect Japantown from completely being destroyed by the redevelopment project. 171
Unfortunately, their actions were unsuccessful, and the historic Japantown was
demolished between 1956 and 1960. It was replaced with the office buildings and
apartments that stand today in the Capitol Mall. With the destruction of Sacramento’s
Japantown, a part of the city’s history was forever lost; as no buildings remain, save for
the Nisei War Memorial that was constructed in 1956, just prior to the demolition. Many
Japanese families and businesses relocated to the area around 10th Street between W and
T Streets. Today only Sakura Gifts and Osaka-Ya, a shop that specializes in handmade
mochi, are all that remains of a neighborhood lost forever.
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Chapter 8
ISLETON’S JAPANTOWN
The Chinese community settled in Isleton during the 1870s, to help work on the levee
project that converted the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta from a swamp into fertile
farmland. After the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act was signed into law barring Chinese
laborers from coming to America, Japanese laborers started to come over in their place.
The Japanese laborers would work in the local canneries in the Sacramento-San Joaquin
River Delta area, as it was experiencing a surge in agriculture in the late 19th century.
Isleton's Japantown was situated right by the Chinatown that had settled in the area in
1878. Initially the two communities lived south of Isleton near Jackson Slough and the
town's city hall. By 1910, Japanese and Chinese workers made up over ninety percent of
the workforce in the canneries.172
A fire in 1915 destroyed both the Chinatown and Japantown, leaving many homeless
and without any means of support. With the help of John Gardiner, who was the president
of the Bank of Isleton, the Chinese and Japanese were allowed to relocate to the area
along the town's Main Street between E Street and H Streets. Chinatown occupied the
area between E and F Street while Japantown was between F and H Street.173 During the
early 1900s, the Chinese and Japanese population was composed mainly of single men
and the bulk of establishments in the China and Japan towns catered to their needs with
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gambling halls, saloons and brothels. On Memorial Day 1926, a woman in Isleton's
Chinatown left her milk to boil on a kerosene stove, and when the milk started to boil
over she had tried to put it out with a hand cloth that only served to start a fire that
quickly spread throughout the area. Due to the holiday, the local fire brigade was away
on a picnic, and the fire destroyed over 110 buildings in the area.174 The two communities
quickly rebuilt and within the next year Isleton’s China and Japantowns were as they
once were, though with many of the buildings built apart from each other and with metal
sheet roofs to prevent fires. The gambling halls of the Chinatown and Japantown were a
popular destination for many workers who would come into town to gamble their hardearned wages in the hope of winning big. Due to segregation in the town, both Chinese
and Japanese children attended the Oriental School that was located on the corner of E
and Union Streets. Children of migrant workers would attend the Migrant School located
across the street from the Oriental School.175
The Japanese community continued to thrive until the start of World War II when all
the Japanese Americans were rounded up for the internment. During the war Filipino and
Mexican workers, who started working in the canneries, occupied the area of Japantown.
After the War, some Japanese came back to Isleton, but many decided to settle elsewhere
as many Japanese owned homes and buildings such as the Buddhist church had been
severely damaged by looters during the internment.176 Throughout the postwar period,
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the population of Isleton would slowly decline due to many people moving to larger
towns and cities for better opportunities. By the 1960s, the last Japanese family had left
Isleton and with that closed the chapter of the Japanese community in Isleton.177
Nowadays Isleton is a sparsely populated town with the 2010 census listing a population
of 804, yet during its heyday in the early 1900s the China and Japantowns boasted a
population of over 1,500. With the aid of the Chinese and Japanese communities, the
town of Isleton was able to grow and thrive providing a steady supply of workers for the
nearby canneries. However, once the Chinese and Japanese began to leave in the postwar
period to find work in the larger towns and cities, Isleton slowly dwindled in size. Many
of the buildings built after the 1926 fire can still be found along Isleton's Main Street, and
in 1991 the area was designated a historic site for the National Register of Historic
Places. Isleton's Japantown is unique in that it has retained the same buildings for over
ninety years and gives a glimpse into what a Japantown looked like during its peak years.
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Chapter 9
DIGITAL EXHIBITS AND THEIR ROLE IN SHAPING THE MODERN MUSEUM
Museums are often credited as the bastions of knowledge for humanity, storing the
knowledge and memories of the world’s cultures throughout the ages. Museums are
essential not just in allowing access to historical artifacts and documents, but they also
help preserve memories of the past, helping solidify the collective memory of societies.
With regard to collective memory Lewis A. Coser notes “Social classes, families,
associations, corporations, armies and trade unions all have distinctive memories that
their members have constructed, often over long periods of time. It is, of course
individuals who remember, not groups or institutions, but these individuals, being located
in a specific group context, draw on that context to remember or recreate the past.”178
Museums, by housing people’s collected memories through letters, photographs, legal
documents, or other types of records, help to pass them down to future generations and
keep these memories alive in the collected memory of their country.
The role of museums has changed over time. Initially they were the warehouses of
historical items, but they have evolved into becoming a public space that seeks to interact
with its audience. With the use of digital exhibitions, artifacts and documents are brought
out into the open and allow the audience to study them in depth. Many times, museums
are very crowded places and visitors are sometimes rushed through exhibits and are
unable to look at everything. With digital exhibits, the audience can study items at their
own pace and get a greater understanding of the exhibit’s theme or message. The goal of
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the Nihonmachi Digital Exhibit is to help preserve the collective memories of the
selected Japantowns in a digital format that allows for greater accessibility to them.
For most of their existence, museums only provided access to their collections to the
upper echelons of society. Poor people, minority groups, and the disabled would often not
be able to visit museums due to many factors. Segregation laws and practices kept many
people of color from visiting museums and still to this day minorities make up a small
percentage of museumgoers.179 With the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act
in 1990, museums have strived to accommodate the needs for disabled people. Despite
efforts led by the National Endowment for the Arts and the Smithsonian to provide
museums with resources for accessibility, attendance for those with disabilities remains
very low.180 Dyslexia has been estimated to be found in roughly ten to fifteen percent of
America’s population and can severely hamper learning; people afflicted with it have
difficulty with word recognition and reading comprehension.181 To get around the
difficulties of dyslexia, people afflicted with it generally learn better through verbal and
visual instruction. To address the needs of people with, some museums offer services
such as guided tours or the use of scanner pens, which can be used to read aloud text
from exhibit signs and displays. Services such as these can greatly enhance a dyslexic

179

Elizabeth Quaglieri, "Cultivating a More Diverse Audience: The Future of Museums," AMT Lab @
CMU, January 25, 2012, http://amt-lab.org/blog/2012/01/cultivating-a-more-diverse-audience-the-futureof-museums (Accessed November 04, 2017)
180

Beth Bienvenu, "Art Works Blog," Museums and the Americans with Disabilities Act at 25: Progress
and Looking Ahead, October 15, 2015, https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2015/museums-and-americansdisabilities-act-25-progress-and-looking-ahead (Accessed November 8, 2017).
181

"The Dyslexia Research Institute Mission," Dyslexia Research Institute, http://www.dyslexia-add.org/
(Accessed November 8, 2015).

68
visitor’s experience at a museum and will not deter them from visiting again. By offering
services such as these, as well as utilizing the internet to house their collections, museums
allow a greater range of people to access them.
As museums have moved into the twenty-first century, many of them have adapted to
the changing of technologies and have started to put up their collections and exhibits
online as well as providing virtual reality tours. It is now easier than ever for anyone
curious enough to visit a museum online and see what they have to offer. Creating digital
exhibits allows a wider audience to be able to access a museum’s collection and give
them an idea of what the museum has. Therefore, it is the responsibility of the museum to
reach out to the public, by providing content online to inform them of the importance of
their collections and why they should support them. The primary role of a museum
curator entails managing collections, acquiring objects for the museum’s collection, and
cataloguing acquisitions and keeping records. Public outreach should be one of the main
components of what a curator does, as many previously held the belief that it was
something to do on the side and was not considered an essential part of a curator’s job.
Making museums accessible to a large and diverse audience can be a daunting task. By
actively trying out new ideas catered for different groups museums can become
accessible for everyone, by either putting on special events that celebrate a part of their
culture or using technology to overcome disabilities.
To create a digital exhibit, a curator must collect an assortment of items to present to
the public and provide a theme or offer an interpretive argument based on their findings.
With the vast amount of content available on the internet, it can be hard to determine
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what an exhibit is and what a collection is. Martin R. Kalfatovic, in his book Creating a
Winning Online Exhibition: A Guide for Libraries, Archives, and Museums, suggests that
there are five types of exhibits: aesthetics, emotive, evocative, didactic, and entertaining.
An exhibit based on aesthetics deals primarily with the artistry and presentation of items
to create a sense of beauty that wows the audience. An emotive exhibit is created to elicit
an emotional response from the viewers by focusing on a subject matter with resonating
themes that will affect its audience. Evocative exhibits are setup to create an atmosphere
that envelops the audience. An exhibit that is done mainly to teach its audience about the
subject matter is an example of a didactic exhibit. Many exhibits seek to entertain, but as
Kalfatovic states, an entertaining exhibit is one, where the focus is to entertain. Typically,
exhibits are a blend of several of the five types that Kalfatovic lists, though exhibits with
a historic focus typically go with the didactic approach.182
In deciding on a main topic for an exhibit, a curator must be sure to come up with a
central idea that they wish to get across to the audience. Without this central theme, the
exhibit would just be a collection of items on display. In creating an exhibit, it should be
the goal of the curator to spark the interest of their viewers and hopefully entice them to
do further research on the subject matter. Once the idea has been formed, the process of
creating sub themes that relate back to the larger one should follow, and the curator
should design the exhibit to create a narrative for its subject. Once the curator has decided
on what they want to showcase in the exhibit, they can begin the task of amassing items
to showcase. One of the most daunting tasks when compiling an exhibit is to receive
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permission for use of all the items. Copyright laws can be very confusing and different
items and collections can have different permissions. It is imperative that the curator has
a thorough knowledge of the rights for the items that they use when putting together their
exhibit. Copyright laws in the United States dictate that unpublished works retain their
copyright while the author is alive and then an additional seventy years after their death,
while any published works in the country prior to 1923 are part of the public domain.
Some organizations are willing to share their materials if you fill out a copyright form,
while others will charge a fee. Yet, most organizations do not retain the rights of items in
their collection and so a curator will eventually have to contact outside parties in order to
receive permission.
In designing an exhibit, the curator must insure that the audience will learn from
viewing the collection. Creating content online can be a valuable tool to help museums,
especially smaller organizations, to promote their collections and attract visitors.
However, the task of putting up collections online can be daunting for some
organizations, as they may lack the staff and resources to do so. With the amount of open
source digital tools available, it is now easier than ever before for museums and other
organizations to create digital exhibits. The International Working Group on Digital
Exhibits defines a digital exhibit as one that is "based on a clear concept and is well
curated. It assembles, interlinks and disseminates digital multimedia objects to deliver
innovative presentations of a theme, or series of themes, allowing user interaction to a
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great extent."183 By creating digital collections, museums can showcase items from their
selection of artifacts that normally they could not put on display due to storage or
preservation issues. Choosing a digital content management system can be a daunting
task in of itself, as there are many out there and each has its pros and cons. Popular
systems such as WordPress, Joomla, and Drupal are used by a clear majority of
organizations to host their content online.184 These systems are generally free, very easy
to use, and do not require extensive training. With such tools at their disposal, museums
and other cultural organizations can reach out to larger audiences and entice people to
visit their locations in person.
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Chapter 10
DESIGNING NIHONMACHI: A DIGITAL EXHIBIT ON NORTHERN
CALIFORNIA’S JAPANTOWNS
The impetus for the idea of the Nihonmachi project came about after I had learned
about the existence of a Japantown in my home town of Sacramento during a lecture by
Nathan Hallam in my Historic Preservation class in the Fall of 2015. Having lived most
of my life in the Sacramento area and having a passion for Japanese history and culture, I
was unaware that the city once housed one of the largest Japantowns in the state. Even
my mother, who has lived in Sacramento for over seventy years and who grew up near
the center of Japantown, was unaware of its existence. I was dismayed to learn that the
history of the Japanese community in Sacramento was largely forgotten by the general
population. With an interest in museum studies, I decided to focus on telling the history
of Sacramento’s Japantown by creating an exhibit. There had not been a lot of scholarly
work done on Sacramento’s Japantown, with only Professor Kevin Wildie’s book
Sacramento’s Historic Japantown: Legacy of a Lost Neighborhood as the main source.
After deciding on a thesis topic, I was approached in February of 2016 by Professor
Jeffrey Dym of the History Department at Sacramento State University to discuss a
potential collaborative project. Professor Dym was looking for a student project to make
into a short documentary film for the “A Place Called Sacramento Film Festival.”
However, when doing my research for the documentary film, I found out that
Professor Wildie was working on a similar project for the California History Museum.
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Therefore, I expanded the scope of my project so as to not cross over with Professor
Wildie’s own work. In doing so, I sought to cover a sampling of Japantown’s throughout
Northern California and so initially picked San Francisco, San Jose, Oakland, Stockton
and Isleton. I started working on gathering materials first for Sacramento’s Japantown.
For the images used for the exhibit, permission was obtained first from the Japanese
American Archival Collection at Sacramento State University. Many of the images
acquired from the University covered aspects of life in Sacramento’s Japantown, such as
the various churches and baseball teams. In addition to the images from the University, a
lot of the items used for the exhibit came from the Brocade of Sacramento Valley and The
Album of Northern California that Professor Dym was able to acquire for use in the
documentary film.
During the initial research on the history of Sacramento’s Japantown, I was enrolled in
Professor Castanada’s Oral History class and was assigned to interview a person involved
with the development of Sacramento for my final project. Wishing to tie my work into
my thesis, I contacted Professor Wildie and inquired if he knew of anyone that I could
interview. He provided the contact information for George Suzuki who had grown up in
Sacramento’s Japantown during the 1920s and 30s and whose father had run Camellia
City Nursery. Soon after receiving the information, I contacted George Suzuki and asked
if he would be willing to be interviewed for my project. He was eager to do so. We set
up a date and I met with Mr. Suzuki on May 2nd, 2016 and interviewed him about
growing up and living in Sacramento’s Japantown. The interview gave me a lot of insight
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into the life of Sacramento’s Japantown that is best summed up in Mr. Suzuki’s own
words:
One thing that I never heard about is the fact that although we were in a ghetto
there were few activities available outside for us. However practically all of my
friends went to college. All of my buddies except one did not go to college. And
those that went to college all became lawyers and a surprisingly number went into
medicine. This was all within a very small community. When I went to University
of Minnesota there were three others besides myself doing graduate work. Four of
us got PhDs and this is from a small group in Sacramento. You know the fact that
even though most of our parents only went through high school in Japan and had
no collegiate experience here and, yet here we were college bound. That that is
really surprising.185
One of the last remnants of Sacramento’s Japantown is Osaka-Ya a business that
specializes in handmade mochi. The store has been around for over eighty years and its
current owner Linda Nakatani has worked at the shop for over fifty. Wishing to find more
sources for my project, I went into Osaka-Ya and talked to Linda Nakatani and told her
about my project and she told me about the history of the shop.
In looking for more images to use for both the exhibit and the documentary, I made an
appointment for me and Professor Dym at the Center for Sacramento History. While
looking over the center’s collection of pictures, we found that many of the images were
originally taken from a Japanese book on Japantowns in Northern California. In the early
20th century, many books were published in Japan that acted as work and emigration
guides, showing the different Japantowns in America and what businesses and services
they had. The books that we were looking for were called, Brocade of Sacramento Valley
(Ofu Heisen no Nishiki Shashin-cho) and The Album of Northern California (Hokka no
Jason Bowman, “Oral History Interview with George Suzuki Ph.D.,” (Sacramento, CA, California State
University, Sacramento, 2016), 15.
185
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Shiori). After some research, we found that both books were extremely rare having been
published in 1911 and 1913 in Japan and that only a handful of them were available to
the public. Professor Dym was able to find copies of the books in Japan and was able to
take pictures of some of the images in the books while on a summer research trip.
While I had a decent number of images to use for the exhibit, I still needed many
more, particularly from the pre-war period, to be able to adequately cover the full scope
of the project. I decided to visit other locations to find enough materials for the project
and searched the California State Archives collection, which unfortunately did not have
anything that I could use. Fortunately, as I was working as an intern at the California
State Library History Section, I found a handful of photographs of Sacramento’s
Japantown that I was able to get permission to use that helped round out the collection.
With the initial research done on Sacramento’s Japantown, I moved on to the other
Japantowns to work on. I initially selected San Francisco, San Jose, Stockton, Oakland
and Isleton, but had to drop Oakland and Stockton, as information on their Japantowns
was severely limited for the intent of my project. Realizing that I would need assistance
in obtaining additional resources I contacted the Japanese American Museum in San Jose
and told them about my project. Stephen Fujita, one of the Board Members for the
museum, was excited about the digital exhibit and assisted me with my research on San
Jose’s Japantown.
I visited the museum in February of 2017. It is located within the city’s Japantown,
and I was given a tour of the museum and received permission to use images from the
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institution’s collection of photographs. Curt Fukuda and Ralph M. Pearce had previously
used many of these photographs in the very informative book San Jose Japantown: A
Journey. By using the previously mentioned book as well as the more recent San Jose
Japantown book by James Nagareda, I was able to create an outline for the portion of the
exhibit on San Jose’s Japantown. However, as the museum’s collection of images dealt
primarily with the early days of the Japantown, I had to look elsewhere to find items that
would allow me to cover the entire scope of the history of the Japantown. Through
Stephen Fujita, I was able contact Curt Fukuda, one of the leading experts on
Japantown’s history as well as the History San Jose organization, San Jose State
University Library, and the Japantown Business Association. Through these contacts, I
was able to secure the rights to images that would allow me to cover over a hundred years
of Japantown’s history. Footnote books
After the premiere of A Neighborhood Lost: Sacramento’s Japantown at the East
Asian Regional Materials and Resource Center Spring 2017 Workshop in San Jose, I was
introduced to Guy Takano a local resident with an interest in the history of Japantowns.
Through Mr. Takano, I was introduced to Arlene Tatsuno Damron one of the owners of
the Nichi Bei Bussan store. Through talking with Arlene, I was given a tour of the store,
shown various items from the store’s history, and learned about her family history and
the general history of San Jose’s Japantown.
The decision to include the small rural town of Isleton as a selection for the exhibit
came about the same way as the initial idea for the project. During one of Nathan
Hallam’s lectures in his Historic Preservation, class the topic of Isleton was brought up as
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a potential location to conduct a survey on for our final projects. While discussing
Isleton, Mr. Hallam mentioned how the town had preserved its Japantown that dated back
to the 1920s. Upon learning this information, I held on to it and once I decided on
expanding the scope of my project to include other Japantowns, I knew that Isleton would
be a good choice.
The town of Isleton was a good example of a rural Japanese community that was no
longer around but that had not been torn down as so many other Japantowns were. I
conducted research on the history of the town, but while the bulk of materials discuss the
town proper, few mention the history of the Japanese who had lived and helped build up
the small town. Most of the sources that I had to rely on here the Images of America
series: Isleton by Bruce Crawford, Towns of the Sacramento River Delta by Philip
Pezzaglia, and Locke and the Sacramento Delta Chinatowns by Brian and Lawrence
Tom. These books provided me with the basic history of Isleton’s Japantown and I found
that the Isleton Brannan-Andrus Historical Society owned most photographs of the town.
I therefore contacted Sharon Fong of the Historical Society and discussed the project with
her. Sharon was eager to help and provided a few sources on the subject. In May of 2017,
I visited the town and met with Sharon and was given a tour of the museum and allowed
access to their collection of photographs. After going through the museum’s collection of
photographs, I walked around the former Japantown area and photographed the buildings
that had remained relatively unchanged since their construction over 90 years ago.
During my search for sources on the history San Francisco’s Japantown, I found that
there were not many publications written on the subject matter. In my research, I was
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only able to find two books on the topic that I could use. These included Images of
America’s San Francisco’s Japantown created by the Japantown Task Force and
Nihonmachi a Story of San Francisco’s Japantown by Suzie Kobuchi Okazaki. The
books provide a brief overview of the history of San Francisco’s Japantown but leave
room for a future in-depth stud. The San Francisco Japantown is ripe with a history that
has not been studied in detail like San Jose’s Japantown or Little Tokyo in Los Angeles.
Looking for more information about the Japantown’s history, I came across San
Francisco’s Japantown, Historic Context Summary, created by the City & County of San
Francisco Planning Department. Published in May of 2009 this report provides rich
details about the history of the neighborhood and of specific businesses and buildings.
With these sources, I was able to lay the groundwork for the exhibit portion on San
Francisco.
In finding photographs of San Francisco’s Japantown, I pursued previous collections
that I had looked in, and found a few items from the California State Library that I could
use. Knowing that I had to find other sources, I first contacted the Japanese American
National Library, told them about my project, and inquired if they held any items that I
could use. Unfortunately, the library did not have any photographs in their collection that
I could use and referred me to the National Japanese America Historical Society. After
months of trying to contact the NJAHS, I was unable to get a reply from the organization.
Not to be dissuaded, I was thankfully able to find a good selection of images in the
collection of the San Francisco Public Library. After attaining permission to use the
photographs for the exhibit from the library, I had to do some research on the
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photographs themselves. Many of the images in the Library’s collection did not have a lot
of information about them. With a good selection of images to use for the exhibit, I
started work on creating the website.
The Nihonmachi Digital Exhibit was created to be accessible for everyone and is easy
to navigate, using the basic version of the Omeka content management system. The
exhibit seeks to follow the didactic approach to exhibits, seeking to teach its audience the
history of the Japantowns. To allow the viewer to easily read the text, I selected the
“Seasons” winter theme, which uses a two-color scheme of white and turquoise that
provides a neutral background that is easy on the eyes. The digital exhibit is broken down
into four collections focused on the history of the Japantowns covered. Each collection is
divided into six smaller exhibits that cover the individual Japantown’s history as well as a
look at sports and education within the Japanese communities. By dividing, the
collections this way makes the site easy to navigate and allows the viewer to find
specifically what they are looking for. The Omeka site allows users to browse by item
types and the I have divided the items up into four categories consisting of images,
documents, films, and oral histories. Each item in the digital exhibit has had their
appropriate metadata added to their records following the Dublin Core standard, thereby
allowing users to use the Omeka search engine to look for items based on item type they
fall under and what collection or exhibit they are a part of.
The design of the exhibit divided the site into several pages composed of: “Home,”
“About,” “Browse Items,” “Browse Collections,” “Browse Exhibits,” and
“Bibliography,” that encompass the range of the entire collection. The “Home” page is

80
the main introduction to the site with a welcome message that informs the visitor on the
intent of the exhibit as well as highlighting featured items and exhibits from the
collections and showing the most recent items added. The “About” section describes the
mission statement and purpose of the exhibit stating, “The mission of Nihonmachi: The
History of Northern California Japantown's Digital Exhibit is to digitally preserve and
provide access of materials related to the history of Japantowns in Northern California.
The Nihonmachi Exhibit was created to develop a source for the history of Japantowns
and the Japanese-American communities within Northern California. Initially this project
started out as an Exhibit on Sacramento's Japantown but has since expanded to include
other Japantowns and will seek to include more in the future.” The “About” page also
includes contact information and a brief bio on the Project Curator. The “Bibliography”
portion consists of a list of articles, websites, and books for supplementary information
on Japantowns in California.

The Nihonmachi Exhibit is made up of six sub-exhibits that cover the four
Japantowns, as well as the history of sports in the Japantowns, such as baseball and sumo
wrestling, and an exhibit on the history of Education in the Japantowns. The exhibits
were easy to setup using Omeka’s exhibit builder plugin that allows the user to,
“…develop online exhibits, or special web pages, that combine items from your Omeka
archive and may include narrative text. Exhibits are composed of pages, generally an
initial page that introduces your exhibit and subsequent pages composed of the items

81
from your Omeka database that you wish to highlight and/or relate to each other.”186
These exhibits help to guide the visitor through the collection and provide a narrative on
their respective topics. The site can be found at the following URL:
http://japantowns.omeka.net/

“Plugins/Exhibit Builder, Omeka, https://omeka.org/codex/Plugins/ExhibitBuilder (Accessed December
17, 2017).
186
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Chapter 11
THE CREATION OF A DOCUMENTARY: A NEIGHBORHOOD LOST:
SACRAMENTO’S JAPANTOWN
The A Place Called Sacramento film festival, which has been around for eighteen
years, allows local filmmakers to create their own short ten-minute films, which are
shown at the Crest Theater in downtown Sacramento. The festival is hosted by Access
Sacramento, a local nonprofit public access TV and radio station whose mission
statement is, “Giving voice to the thoughts, dreams, opinions, and community cultural
and arts events that make Sacramento County such a wonderful place to live.”187 The
only requirements for the scripts for the film festival is that they be no more than ten
minutes long and either take place in Sacramento or be about the city. Prospective film
makers are required to submit their scripts by April 2016, and a panel of judges picks the
top ten scripts that will then be made into films for this Film Festival.
With two months to complete the script for the April deadline, I began amassing any
sources I could find on Sacramento’s Japantown. Combing through the collections of the
California State Library, the Sacramento Public Library, and the Sacramento State
University Library I found a small number of books and oral histories on the city’s
former Japantown. Using the resources that I found, I created a rough outline of what
topics the film should cover. Starting with the opening of Japan after centuries of selfimposed isolation by the American fleet led by Commodore Matthew Perry the script
covered the Meiji Restoration, the beginning of Japanese immigration to America, the
187

"Facts," Access Sacramento, http://www.accesssacramento.org/about_us/ (Accessed November 2,
2017).

83
initial founding of the first Japanese colony in America at the Wakamatsu Tea and Silk
Colony, and the creation, growth and eventual decline of Sacramento’s Japantown. With
help from Professor Dym who assisted in tightening up the script, we completed the
initial draft and named our documentary A Neighborhood Lost: Sacramento’s Japantown
and sent it off to the judges by the end of March of 2016. The ten winners were
announced at the end of April 2016 and A Neighborhood Lost was among those selected
for the film festival.
After being selected, the filmmakers are invited to attend the Cast and Crew Call in
May where they can recruit actors/actresses and crew members to help in producing their
film. As Professor Dym had experience filming documentaries, he did not require a crew
to help shoot the documentary. However, for the film to work it required a narrator and so
Sara Matsui-Colby was recruited to fill that role. With roughly three months to complete
the film for the September deadline, Professor Dym and I searched for materials to use
for the documentary. In creating the documentary, we realized we had a lot of material to
cram into a ten-minute film and so had to cover as much as we could to make a coherent
narrative. We came to the decision that we should design the film using a mix of onsite
shots and show historic images with a voice over, as we did not have enough time to find
people to interview, and archival footage was rare and expensive. Using many of the
images that I had obtained for the digital exhibit, as described in the previous chapter, we
still needed more to cover the ten-minute run time required.
After going over the collection housed at the Center for Sacramento History we
decided to get permission from the Center to use a short 20-second video clip from a

84
1959 KCRA broadcast. The video clip shows Jerome F. Lipp the Executive Director of
the Sacramento Redevelopment Agency talking about the redevelopment project that
demolished Sacramento’s Japantown in the post war period. This clip helped us in
covering the last days of Japantown, as photographs of the neighborhood from that time
period are not readily available. With the clip, we decided to move on to the next stage of
production.
Filming took place in early June on location at the Wakamatsu Tea and Silk Colony
and in downtown Sacramento and was finished within a few days. With the onsite
portions of the film finished the only thing left to do was to find enough images to use for
the voice over portions. Without many leads on where to attain enough pictures of
Japantown in the postwar period, I discussed my topic with Archivist Julie Thomas of the
Sacramento State University Special Collections & Archives. Julie Thomas provided me
with the e-mail of Professor Kevin Wildie of Cosumnes River College who had written
the definitive book on Sacramento’s Japantown in 2013. I contacted Professor Wildie to
discuss the film with him and to ask for his permission to use some photographs of
Japantown in the postwar period, for which he had the rights. Professor Wildie met with
Professor Dym and me for lunch and we discussed the use of images for the project,
which he granted us permission for. We also talked about his upcoming exhibit on
Sacramento’s Japantown for the California History Museum.
In late June 2016, Professor Dym visited Japan for a few weeks and was able to locate
copies of the Brocade of Sacramento Valley and The Album of Northern California and
managed to get many images from the book to use for the film. While Professor Dym
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was in Japan, I was digging through newspaper databases to find headlines and political
cartoons about anti-Japanese movements in California and the laws that were passed
restricting Japanese American rights. As the newspaper materials that we used were from
before 1923, we were able to use them under fair use laws for the documentary due to
U.S, copyright laws state that materials published before then fall into the public
domain.188 Many of the newspaper headlines and political cartoons that we used for the
film came from the San Francisco Call and the Sacramento Bee whose publishers
advocated strongly against Asian immigration and rights.
With enough materials to use for the film, production wrapped on September 4th 2016
and the only last bit to do was to create a promotional poster for the film festival. The
poster was created by Linda Guralay, a friend of mine who is a graphic designer. Linda
used a photograph I took of the area in downtown Sacramento where the Japantown used
to be, along with some historic photographs to create a collage. The film premiered on
October 8th, 2016 at the Crest Theater during the “Place Called Sacramento Film
Festival,” and has received positive feedback on highlighting the history of the Japanese
in Sacramento. On December 21st, 2016 the film was made available to the public on
YouTube and has received over five thousand views. Since its premiere the film has been
shown at several events, including the December 2016 meeting of the Sacramento
Historical Society at the Sacramento Museum of Medical History, as well as at the East
Asian Regional Materials and Resource Center Spring 2017 Workshop at San Jose State
University, the Sacramento Sakura Matsuri Luncheon, and the 2017 Sacramento Asian
188

Peter B. Hirtle, "Copyright Term and the Public Domain in the United States," Copyright Information
Center, January 9, 2017, https://copyright.cornell.edu/publicdomain (Accessed November 4, 2017).
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Pacific Film Festival. Most recently, the film has also been nominated for best
professional documentary for the 2018 Western Access Video Excellence Awards
Ceremony. The film, along with the other documentaries that are included in the webpage
act as good companion pieces to the exhibit as it provides an audio-visual narrative on the
history of Japantowns.
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Chapter 12
CONCLUSION
The Nihonmachi Digital Exhibit seeks to act as a comprehensive resource for not just
students, but for anyone interested in the history of Japantowns and Japanese-American
communities in Northern California. Creating the digital exhibit was a challenging task
for me as initially the project was to focus solely on Sacramento’s Japantown and I had
little experience in designing a digital exhibit. The Omeka website was easy to use to
design the layout of the exhibit. In working on the project, I added each item to the
collection using the best standards and practices in creating online resources.

In examining the four Japantowns looked at in this survey, it is clear to see how each
helped in the growth of their respective city. Sacramento’s Japanese community, for
example, helped it to become one of the major producers of strawberries in the country.
The San Francisco Japantown housed one of the largest Japanese-American communities
in America that assisted newly arrived Japanese to adapt to their new home. In San Jose,
the Japanese contributed to making the Santa Clara Valley a rich agricultural sector and
its Japantown has attracted thousands of tourists every year for their annual festivals.
Lastly, in Isleton the Japanese community helped to build up the town and contributed to
the growth of agriculture by providing a labor force to work the numerous canneries. The
focus of the Nihonmachi Digital Exhibit is to assist in educating its viewers on the history
of these Japanese communities. The exhibit site will continue to be updated with new
information and items to serve as a primary resource for researchers of JapaneseAmerican History.
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Appendix A
EXHIBIT PROSPECTUS
Title of Exhibition:
Nihonmachi: A Digital Exhibit on Northern California’s Japantowns

Intended Venue:

World Wide Web via Omeka Platform

Introduction to the Project:

The Nihonmachi Exhibit was created to develop a source for the history of Japantowns
and the Japanese-American communities within Northern California. Initially this project
started out as an Exhibit on Sacramento's Japantown but has since expanded to include
other Japantowns and will seek to include more in the future. The aim of the exhibit is to
provide access to many images and documents on the histories of these Japantowns and
to highlight their contributions to California history. The different sections of the exhibit
are stand-alone and can be viewed out of order. This arrangement allows the audience to
view items that are of interest to them and at their own pace.

Sections:

Education in Japantowns:
•

San Francisco Schools
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•

Schools in Isleton

•

Schools in Sacramento

Japantown Histories:
•

Beginnings of San Francisco's Japantown 1890-1920

•

The Golden Age of San Francisco's Japantown 1920-1942

•

Internment Years 1942-1945

•

Japantown in the Postwar Years 1946-1970

•

Modern Day Japantown and Famous Businesses

•

Beginning of San Jose's Japantown 1890-1920

•

Growth of San Jose's Japantown 1920-1942

•

San Jose's Japantown During the Internment 1942-1945

•

San Jose's Japantown in the Postwar Period 1945-1980

•

The Birth of Sacramento's Japantown 1890-1920

•

The Rise of Sacramento's Japantown 1920-1942

•

Sacramento's Japantown during the War 1942-1945

•

Sacramento's Japantown End of an Era 1945-1960

•

The Development of Isleton's Japantown 1890-1930

•

The Decline of Isleton's Japantown

Sports in Japantown:
•

An American Past time: Baseball in Japantowns
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•

A Long Japanese Tradition: Sumo Wrestling in Japantowns

Target Audience: Students and the public who are unfamiliar in Japanese-American
History.

Exhibit Goals:

1. Learning Objectives: To educate the general population on the history of the four
Japantowns covered in this exhibit and of the Japanese-American community at
large.
2. Emotional Objectives: To allow the audience to understand how many Japanese
Americans faced rampant discrimination and how they were forced out of their
homes from both the internment and from the various redevelopment projects.
3. Behavioral Objectives: To showcase how connected the Japanese-American
community was within their respective towns and to do away with the belief that
all Japanese Americans were passive in regard to the internment and of losing
their homes due to redevelopment.
Manner of Presentation:

Design: The design of the exhibit aims to be easy to read using soft colors and standard
sized text. Each page ends with a Social Bookmarking tab that allows viewers to share
the page to social media via Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, Tumblr, etc.
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Appendix B
PERMISSION FORMS
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Appendix C
TAKEDOWN POLICY
If you are a rights holder and are concerned that you have found material on the
Nihonmachi exhibit without your permission and believe our inclusion of this material in
the exhibit violates your rights (e.g. inclusion is not covered by the Fair Use or other
exemption to a copyright holder rights) please contact the Project Curator Jason Bowman
(jmb592@icloud.com) and include the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Your contact information (including email address and phone),
Exact URL where you found the material,
Details that describe the material (title, collection name, number of items, etc.),
The reason why you believe that your rights have been violated, with any
pertinent documentation,
A statement that you in good faith believe that use of the material in the manner
complained of is not authorized by the copyright owner,
A statement that the information in your notification is accurate and that you are
the rights holder or are authorized to act on behalf of the owner.

Upon receipt of a request, Nihonmachi Digital Exhibit staff will:
•
•
•

Promptly acknowledge the request via email or other means of communication if
you do not have an email account;
Address the validity of the request;
Upon request, we may temporarily remove the material from public view while
we assess the concern.

Upon completion of the assessment, we will take appropriate action and communicate
that action to you.
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HOMEPAGE
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[Session 1, May 2nd, 2016]

Bowman:

I always use a backup one just in case one doesn’t work. So this is
Jason Bowman and with me is George Suzuki and we are currently at
his home in Davis on Monday May 2nd 2016. Okay thank you for
agreeing to do this. Um okay we’ll start with background information
and go from there. So where and when were you born?

Suzuki:

I was born in Campbell California, which is outside of Lodi and
March 5th 1922.

Bowman:

And what did your parents do?

Suzuki:

At that time my father was operating a vineyard.

Bowman:

And what was the name of the vineyard?

Suzuki:

Well it was back in those days it was not it was table grape.

Bowman:

Oh okay.

Suzuki:

It was not like how it is now.

Bowman:

Oh okay did your parents immigrate from Japan?

Suzuki:

Oh yes.

Bowman:

Okay and how long were they…do you remember when they came
over?
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Suzuki:

1914 or thereabouts.

Bowman:

So how could you say did you have any siblings growing up?

Suzuki:

Yes, I had two brothers and a sister.

Bowman:

Oh okay, and are you the youngest? Oldest? In the middle?

Suzuki:

I was third.

Bowman:

Where did you go to school at?

Suzuki:

Where did I go to school at?

Bowman:

Yeah like elementary school.

Suzuki:

Oh, okay I was born in Campbell but when I was probably a year or
two old my parents moved to Sacramento. And so I went to the
Lincoln School which is was in Japan Town. Fourth Street and P
Street and so I went to Lincoln Grammar School and then Lincoln
Junior High School a couple of years and then my father moved to
Brighton California, 1934. So at that time I moved to Kit Carson
Junior High School and then from Kit Carson Junior High School to
Sacramento Junior High School.

Bowman:

What did your parents do after they moved to Sacramento?

Suzuki:

My father from about 1922-1927 or thereabouts he was in a hotel
business. He had some investment in some mines in Mexico and then
around 1927 he and another man started a nursery called Camellia
City Nursery and it was situated on 4746 Folsom Boulevard.

Bowman:

And that is like…
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Suzuki:

Just right outside…just east of East Lawn (Cemetery).

Bowman:

And how long was in charge of?

Suzuki:

Well until evacuation.

Bowman:

So about…

Suzuki:

About 1942.

Bowman:

Early part of 42.

Suzuki:

So I lived in Japan Town until 1934

Bowman:

And then you moved to?

Suzuki:

To Brighton but then all of my buddies were in Japan Town and I was
in the boy scouts and so until evacuation I virtually lived in Japan
Town.

Bowman:

And what was it like growing up there in that community?

Suzuki:

Well the Japanese community in Sacramento at that time was not just
concentrated strictly within the six of seven square blocks and we
lived right on 4th and L Street.

Bowman:

And where any like events or significant memories you remember
about like living in Japan Town at that time?

Suzuki:

Well I don’t have many specific memories you know living in Japan
Town at that time meant all your all my contacts were with Japanese
people. I did not have in fact I don’t know how many Caucasian or
non-Japanese there were in Lincoln School but there were very few
and we had…I had no contact with personal other than Japanese and
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this is true for practically all the residents within the Japanese
community.
Bowman:

Yeah because it was highly segregated back then. Did you ever attend
any of the Japanese Language schools?

Suzuki:

Yes.

Bowman:

Which one did you go to?

Suzuki:

Well this was a I don’t know what it was called but it was associated
with the Buddhist church.

Bowman:

Okay and how long did you go there for?

Suzuki:

Oh I don’t know. You know this was reading and writing. I guess I
must of gone at least seven or eight years. Not that I remember much.

Bowman:

So what got your father into running the nursery?

Suzuki:

I don’t know well when we were living in Campbell he was operating
the vineyard and as far as I know he did not have any association with
the nursery business and how and why he got into the business in
Sacramento I don’t know, I never asked him. However, he did operate
you know a rather successful nursery business.

Bowman:

Did you ever work or visit the nursery yourself?

Suzuki:

Well I wasn’t old enough to really do much help in the nursery
business but I used to you know things like weeding and things of that
sort I used to do that.

Bowman:

So you said you were living in Brighton until the evacuation?

406
Suzuki:

Yes.

Bowman:

How did that happen err not how did that happen…did you guys have
time to prepare to evacuate or was it like a last minute?

Suzuki:

Well we did not get much time that’s for sure. I think there is a lot of
record about when the notice came out and when we moved and it
was just a matter of a few months.

Bowman:

Yes, cause some people had advance warning so they could settle all
their affairs.

Suzuki:

Well even advance warning would have been a month or two you
know at the very most. Now my father had a nursery and a nursery
business is one where well in his case he started he had a growing
field in Brighton about ten acres or so and he would start his stalk
from little cuttings or grafts or so on and they are not saleable you
know until two or three years. So when evacuation became imminent
he had to get rid of not just the saleable stalk but you know ten acres
of plants that were still growing. So he lost a great deal of money
when we had to move.

Bowman:

Yeah a lot of people did unfortunately. So were you interned at?

Suzuki:

Tule Lake.

Bowman:

Okay and were you there for the whole duration of the war? Or?

Suzuki:

No actually I did not stay in the camp very long. There was a
regulation that stated ummm if…. I was going to college at the time if
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we were accepted by a college outside of the Western states we could
leave the camp. And so even before we got into camp or evacuated I
applied to several colleges and I was accepted by several but I went to
University of Denver and I went to I think we got into camp May of
42 and I left Tule Lake in September 42. So I did not have much of an
experience staying in the camp.
Bowman:

And you went to Denver what college?

Suzuki:

University of Denver.

Bowman:

Okay, and what did you major in?

Suzuki:

Oh I majored in statist well I thought I was going to major in statistics
but it turned out that the principle professor had gone to war so I
majored or got my degree in business administration.

Bowman:

And did you finish within four years?

Suzuki:

No, well I had several years. So I went to University of Denver for
two years.

Bowman:

Oh okay and what did you do after you graduated?

Suzuki:

Well and then I went to graduate school I went to the University of
Minnesota for my graduate program.

Bowman:

And was that the same degree or was that the same field?

Suzuki:

Yes.

Bowman:

Okay and how long were you at the University of Minnesota?
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Suzuki:

Well I went there for one year got my master’s degree then got
drafted and after I got out of the army I went back to Minnesota until I
got my degree in 1950.

Bowman:

And you were drafted?

Suzuki:

Yes?

Bowman:

Was that for the Korean War?

Suzuki:

No no no this is World War II. **Laughter**

Bowman:

Ohhh okay. (laughter)

Suzuki’s Wife:

Oh my god. (Laughter)

Suzuki:

Yeah the Korean War came much later.

Bowman:

Yeah okay got a little messed up in the time line there. So did you get
sent overseas during World War II? Or?

Suzuki:

No, no I was assigned to the pentagon.

Bowman:

Oh okay and how long were you there for?

Suzuki:

Oh not too long you know by the time I was drafted in 1945. Yeah
drafted in 45 and by the time I finished my basic training and got
assigned to the pentagon the war was over. And then there was a lot
of G.I.’s going back to college under the G.I. Bill and so the colleges
were short of instructors and so since I had been a teaching assistant
at Minnesota before I was drafted the dean found out that I was still in
school or still in the army so he gave me an offer to become an
instructor and that was enough to get me out of the army.
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Bowman:

So how did you get to be a teaching assistant in the first place?

Suzuki:

Well I was doing graduate work at Minnesota.

Bowman:

Oh okay yeah and so you were given the job as a full time…was it
full time instructorship?

Suzuki:

Yeah full time instructorship but I was doing graduate work at the
same time. There many of us that were in the same boat it was a very
nice deal because we were paid you know like a full time instructor
and yet we were doing graduate work working for our degrees.

Bowman:

Oh okay that’s cool. How long did you do that for?

Suzuki:

Well I got my degree in 1950 so.

Bowman:

Oh okay so what did you do after you got your degree then?

Suzuki:

I was offered a position with the air force in Washington so I moved
to Washington.

Bowman:

Okay Washington state?

Suzuki:

D.C.

Bowman:

Okay Washington D.C. what did you do there?

Suzuki:

I was in the group of a new field I had got my degree in statistics and
mathematics but during the war a field of applied mathematics
became very useful and after the war that area became known as
operations research I don’t know if this means anything to you or.

Bowman:

I don’t think I ever came across it.
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Suzuki:

Operations research management science and so that was the field I
got into.

Bowman:

Oh okay so how long were you in D.C. for?

Suzuki:

Oh I was we were in the district area until 1987.

Bowman:

Oh wow.

Suzuki’s Wife:

Is that being recorded?

Bowman:

Yeah.

Suzuki:

Oh (laughter)

Bowman:

So you were there for a long time.

Suzuki:

Oh yes.

Bowman:

Going back what made you decide to major in statistics?

Suzuki:

Oh that’s a long story. (Laughter)

Suzuki’s Wife:

No don’t.

Bowman:

If you want to tell it we have time.

Suzuki:

No I don’t think that’s particularly relevant.

Bowman:

Oh okay. So you were in D.C. when did you meet your wife?

Suzuki:

Well my wife grew up in Los Angeles and the people around her
neighborhood were moved to for evacuation was moved to Gila River
Arizona. And she was a college student at that time and so she left
camp to go to university. She went to University of Denver that’s
where we met.

Bowman:

Oh okay nice. Did you get married soon after you graduated? Or?
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Suzuki:

No we got married in 1945.

Bowman:

Oh okay do you have any children?

Suzuki:

No.

Bowman:

Okay so what prompted you to you were in D.C. for a number of
years what prompted you to come back to California?

Suzuki:

Well I had retired and I had grown up in Sacramento Jun grew up in
Southern California and our relatives were mostly in California and so
we decided that we would find a place in the west someplace.

Bowman:

Okay and did you settle in Davis originally?

Suzuki:

No we had only been in Davis five years now. We moved from
Bethesda Maryland to Incline Village Lake Tahoe.

Bowman:

Okay and how long were you living there for?

Suzuki:

Oh we were in Incline Village close to twenty years.

Bowman:

So you only been living here five years now then?

Suzuki:

Yes.

Bowman:

So when you were working in the air force did you stick with the
same field or did you like?

Suzuki:

Oh yes well I was haha I went to Washington to work for this project
called Project Scoop which is an air force project but that didn’t last
very long just two years. Then I went with the navy in the same field
and then stayed with the navy for quite a few years ten years or so.
And then went with the National Bureau of Standards where I was
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until I retired. All in the same field. Yeah practically all of it was
consulting work
Bowman:

Oh okay. So you had siblings what were their names?

Suzuki:

Their names?

Bowman:

Yeah.

Suzuki:

My oldest brother his name was Masamichi uh people called him
Mac. He became a physician and he did his doctoral career in
Michigan.

Bowman:

And your other siblings?

Suzuki:

And then I had a second brother he was adopted by his uncle in Japan
when he was about a year old before I was born. And so he was sent
to Japan and that’s where he grew up so I did not see him until after
the war. So I didn’t really know him.

Bowman:

Did you even know you had a?

Suzuki:

Oh yes we knew we had a brother. And then I had a younger sister.

Bowman:

And what was her name?

Suzuki:

Her name was Mariko. M-A-R-I-K-O.

Bowman:

Okay and what did she end up doing?

Suzuki:

Well she got she went to the University of Colorado and got a degree
in probably I think it was horticulture and then she married a fellow
that ran a nursery in the Bay Area.
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Bowman:

Oh nice so your parents were interned? Were they there for the whole
duration?

Suzuki:

I lost my mother very early 1943.

Bowman:

Oh okay I’m sorry.

Suzuki:

It was just my father he was interned in Tule Lake and then he was
sent to Amache in Colorado and then he left Amache went to Denver
and he and another started a Japanese restaurant a noodle a Japanese
noodle restaurant.

Bowman:

Do you remember what the name of it was?

Suzuki:

Yeah it was called Sarashina which I understand was a well-known
noodle restaurant in Tokyo before the war.

Bowman:

So how long was he working there?

Suzuki:

Just a few years. And then came back to California and resumed the
nursery business but at a different location.

Bowman:

Oh okay where was that at?

Suzuki:

It was on Lemon Hill. Lemon Hill Avenue it was called Lemon Hill
Nursery. It was on Lemon Avenue which is just south of Fruitridge.

Bowman:

Oh okay and how long was he running that for?

Suzuki:

He was doing that until he retired so he must have been in that
business for about fifth teen years. Ten or fifth teen years.

Bowman:

So he must of liked the nursery business if he did it twice.

Suzuki:

Oh yeah oh yeah that was his line.
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Bowman:

Did you ever visit the Lemon Hill?

Suzuki:

Oh yes.

Bowman:

Any experiences or was it bigger or larger than the Camellia City
Nursery?

Suzuki:

Well the it’s hard to say the Camellia City Nursery the retail shop was
on Folsom Boulevard it was about half acre perhaps maybe a little but
the growing field in Brighton was ten acres. And so the nursery on
Lemon Hill I imagine was no more than a couple of acres it’s hard to
say which was bigger.

Bowman:

So you didn’t work there at all with him?

Suzuki:

Did I? No not at all.

Bowman:

So what year did your father retire?

Suzuki:

I don’t know.

Bowman:

Oh okay so going back to your high school what was it like growing
up in that high school in that environment? Where it’s like mainly you
said it was mainly all Japanese there.

Suzuki:

No no Sacramento High back when I was going back to Sacramento
High that was the only high school in Sacramento and so you know
the Japanese population within the school was no a relatively small
part five percent six percent perhaps maybe around there I guess. And
so however all of our associations were with Japanese. My fellow
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classmates were all non-Japanese and so I knew them but I did not
have any social contact.
Bowman:

Everyone stuck to their own groups then?

Suzuki:

Yes, although I participated in high school activities you know with
my fellow classmates but the social activity outside of school was all
with the Japanese community.

Bowman:

Okay so what would you guys do for social activities back then?

Suzuki:

Well in the early days Boy Scouts was a big part of my life and then
around high school and I went to Sacramento Junior College until
evacuation. Social life we usually had dances and things of that sort. I
did not participate in any sports I didn’t play any basketball or
baseball. Though there were very active sport group you know in the
community.

Bowman:

Oh yeah I know baseball was a huge thing. Did you ever go to any of
Japanese festivals that they used to have in Japan Town?

Suzuki:

I didn’t. You know I read a lot about Japan Town in Sacramento but
most of what I read has been the physical aspect of the town you
know. One thing that has that I never heard about is the fact that
although we were in a ghetto really a small ghetto there were few
activities outside and however practically all of my friends went to
college. All of my buddies only one did not go to college. And those
that went to college they were all became many became lawyers and a
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surprisingly number went into medicine this was all within a very
small community my association you know. When I went to
University of Minnesota there were three others besides myself doing
graduate work at University of Minnesota so four of us got PhDs and
this is from a small group in Sacramento you know the fact that even
though most of our parents only went through high school in Japan
and had no collegiate experience here and yet we were college bound
that that’s really surprising.
Bowman:

It’s really remarkable.

Suzuki’s Wife:

Except for the women George. The Sacramento women did not go to
college.

Suzuki:

Not many that’s right.

Bowman:

But your sister did.

Suzuki:

My sister did but this was after evacuation.

Bowman:

Umm lost my train of thought so you had a basically you were talking
about how it was a small community a close knit that was confined to
what most people would view it as like a ghetto but you guys were
able to pull out and go on to get PhDs. So that’s really remarkable. Oh
yeah you lived in Japan Town for a while where was your home
located at?

Suzuki:

In Japan Town.

Bowman:

Like do you remember what street?
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Suzuki:

Oh yeah 4th and L Street.

Bowman:

Was it like a big house or did you share it with other families?

Suzuki:

No the my 4th and L Street was a bank on the main floor and on the
second floor was a small hotel and so my mother operated that small
hotel only I think there were only about twenty rooms so just a very
small staff were able to handle it.

Bowman:

And was it busy or with a lot of people coming and staying there?

Suzuki:

It was not a big thing and then because it was convenient started off
as a small hotel but a dentist moved in and operated he had took up
two to three rooms and then after a while an attorney moved in and he
had several rooms. And so the rooming the hotel part was a very
minor operation.

Bowman:

Yeah it seems like other practitioners would use the space for their
own uses. Did you ever visit did you ever come back to California in
the post war period and visit the Japan Town and see what was it like
before and after the war?

Suzuki:

Yes, we came back when we moved to Washington D.C. My relatives
all around Sacramento and so we used to come back at least once or
twice a year but then my father was living in Lemon Hill Nursery
which was Fruitridge and so we didn’t have much need to or sense of
going to Japan Town so I really don’t know what was happening to
old Japan town but I think by the time we were coming back or
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visiting my father many of the Japanese businesses were located on
Tenth Street.
Bowman:

Yeah they moved further south.

Suzuki:

Yeah so I really didn’t I don’t know what happened to old Japan
Town I just.

Bowman:

Okay and did you remain in contact with people from the
neighborhood over the years?

Suzuki:

No, because most of my close friends did not return to Sacramento
after the evacuation.

Bowman:

Okay so most of them went off to get a degrees and like settled
elsewhere.

Suzuki:

Yeah.

Bowman:

Yeah that’s very common from what I’ve been told. Did you ever
have any hobbies growing up?

Suzuki:

Oh yeah photography was a I became very interested in photography
after I retired.

Bowman:

Oh okay and do you photography like people or landscapes?

Suzuki:

Landscapes mostly artistic photography not people photography.

Bowman:

Do you use like a digital camera? Or?

Suzuki:

No this was back when you know this was back in the 60’s and 70’s
all photography was with film.

Bowman:

Yeah so did you ever like well did you learn how to develop film?
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Suzuki:

Oh yeah all my I did not get into black and white photography. I was
involved with color photography and then most of the color
photography was taken with a negative film back in those days and
then there were slides but the printing was mainly from color
negatives and then a process called Cedachrome came out where you
could go from slide and go from positive to positive so that’s what I
took up. And so I was engaged in that for many years.

Bowman:

Oh okay so do you still do that?

Suzuki:

No.

Bowman:

Do you still save all the photographs that you took?

Suzuki:

Well I still have some you can see some on the wall over there. Not
here but there was a time when I had an agent that sold my pictures.
Yeah and she used to charge for eleven by fourteen pictures she used
to charge one hundred fifty, two hundred fifty dollars for them. I
couldn’t make a living on it but it paid for all my photographic
expenses.

Bowman:

So it paid for itself.

Suzuki’s Wife:

You never really ran it wasn’t a business.

Suzuki:

No, it was not a business.

Bowman:

Yeah it was just a side hobby. So besides photography any other
hobbies?

Suzuki:

Oh I used to golf.
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Bowman:

You still golf or?

Suzuki:

Not anymore.

Bowman:

Okay where did you used to did you pick up golf after you left
California or?

Suzuki:

I picked up golf because the University of Minnesota had a golf
course and that was very handy and then a friend of mine that had
been he had been an officer in the U.S. Army was shipped and sent to
Japan and he got professional lessons golf lessons in Japan and then
he came back to Minnesota. And so he taught us golf and so that’s
how I got started.

Bowman:

Okay cool you mentioned your brother that was adopted by one of
your uncles and went back to Japan so did he come back here after the
war.

Suzuki:

No well he came back for a couple of visits.

Bowman:

But he still lived in Japan then.

Suzuki:

Oh yes.

Bowman:

Okay do you know what he did over there?

Suzuki:

He took over his adopted father’s business and that was in the
fertilizer business his adopted father had come to this country very
early and he had made enough money to go back and started a
business a fertilizer business and so my brother took that over.

Bowman:

Oh okay do you know long he had that for?
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Suzuki:

Well as far as I know all of his life.

Bowman:

Was it a big change in contrast when you grew up in Sac in California
your whole life and then moved to Denver was that a big change for
you?

Suzuki:

Well Denver yeah you know Sacramento had hardly had any frosting
and then snow was almost unheard of where as in Denver you know
it’s at a mile high.

Bowman:

And then Minnesota.

Suzuki:

And then Minnesota was again completely different.

Bowman:

So I guess of all the places you lived at do you like California the
best?

Suzuki:

Oh probably our time at Incline Villages I think we look back on that
as a very fine period of our lives, we retired you know we had hiking
outside our door practically. We could do a lot of cross county skiing
outside our door almost. That was very very nice.

Bowman:

And that was in South Lake Tahoe?

Suzuki:

Oh yeah North Tahoe.

Bowman:

Oh North Tahoe. Okay yeah its very beautiful up there. Any final
thoughts or anything you want to add?

Suzuki:

No except this that the see I did not stay in a relocation center very
long just a few months and then from the relocation center I went to
Denver and then from Denver to Minnesota and then to Washington
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D.C. and in all of these places that I moved to after evacuation this
was hardly any Japanese community and so we and furthermore
because there were relatively few Orientals around we did not I did
not run into examples of the kind of racism that existed here but when
people most of the people that left camp and came back to California
ran into a lot of resistance.
Bowman:

Yeah some had their homes vandalized or were attacked.

Suzuki:

Oh yes we were very fortunate that we never did face that because we
left California and then come back really years later.

Bowman:

Years later when things settled down. Thank you for agreeing to do
this. This had been really helpful.

Suzuki:

Oh I hope so.

Bowman:

It has. And this concludes the interview.
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