Japanese American
Heritage on Vashon Island

Thaugh agricullure on Yashan ldand began several thousand years ago
with the S'Homornish pecpla, jJepanese American agriculture on Yazhon
began with migrant workers around 1500, when the firsl jopanass
appoared on the Yashon consus. Over the first several decades of the 20™
canfury jJopanase American farmer: croated a close-knit and thriving
community on the ledand, despite barriers to cilizenship and land
ownership, os well as warlime mase incarceration.
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Legal Barriers

Many of thesa first-wave migrants were young, single itinerant mon who
woro shudoniz=the firel population thal the jopaness governmen! parmitted
o emigrate. Early migrants foced sevoral woves of anfi-japaneso sontiment
in the region as well as the nation, even bafore World War 1. Lows af The
fedaral and state levels prevented them from cwning land and eventually
ovon thoir Amanican-born children eventually. The passage of the 1907
‘Gantloman’s Agreemeont” restricted immigration from japan. Howeowver, a
fow familie: purchosed land in their childron's namas bofore this law ook
wffect, and some had sarmed enough evenlually to rent or leose lond of
thair own. Afler the "Genfloman’s Agreement” pasted, a different kind of
magrant antered the United States—those who came from landed famailies,
determined to make their new home in the United 5%ates, sager to adapl
the small-scale farming proclices they had learned fram thair own farma in
Jopan

Closa

Community Development

Thmgh there wos opparently some local lslond resistonce o Jc:pq'np.'-n
workers and formers, EhEanﬂfﬂd? Amencons on Yashon formed o close-
knit community ond for the most part lived mtegrated lives with the greater
Island commanity. They crganized growers' associofions with other farmaers
Thay held dances, funerals, and annual picnics at the centrally located
Island Club, and created political organizrations such as the Voshon
Progressive Citizens Loogue. Those who waere Christion attended the
Mathodist church. Thoy went to the same elementary and high schools as
othar children on the kland. Several farmaers arranged for o Saturday
|opaness language schoal on the lsland, bringing a teachar from Saattla
Two Japanese formaern donaled choerry trees and evergreens to the Yashon
Union High School. They porticipated in tha lsland's annual Strowberry
Fastivals which began in 1808, and some probably even traveled o the
Alaska Yukon-Pacific Exposition for its “Vashon Day” that sama yoear
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Crops and Cultivation

|opaness American farmers grew and raised o variety of fruil and lvestock,
but favored strawbaerres ond poultry etpecially. Strawberrios were first
grown commaercially on the sland in 1890. As a result of offorts by sarly
Native Amerncons, Europaan seltlers, and the kogging industry, o great deal
of the idand landscape was open to the sunlight. The middie of the lkand
was cloared so axtensively that by the 1230s you could see “clear acroas the
lsland® as fermer Ball Mann remembered. [ was] one big berry and
checkon form” Yashon japaness farmars offen sald their produce (berries,
egs, Mowers or seodibngs)

Farm Labor

Farm work involyed everyona in the foomily, inchuds ¥ young ¢ hildran
Farm Kfe in the early part of the cantury was difficult, with only o few
homes oparating with slectricty and indoor plmrll:um_] Marny form
operations on the srmall farms ware p-:ufn::rmn-d by hand, anlummj tha
wrading, Hhinning, weeding, ond walering

By tha late 1930, tha jopaness community on Yashon hod grown to 140
poeople on the 1940 census, more than 5% of the overall Ikland
population. Twelve jopanase fomiies owned farms. Tha larger-scale
farms employad sl F-J|p-m or First Hohont workery at harvest
i

Strawberry Growing

Though sirawbarries are not a plan! native o japan, |opancss
Amarican farmars on Yothon and elewhare on the West Coosl ware
drawn la this crap for several reasons. Strowberrios are highly
profilable; they produce o high yield of product per area. And thaugh
thay are fragile, tha recent invention of refrigeraled rail cars around this
tima also permitted o groator amodnt to be barraled for transport
Vazhon lsland's glacial sail charocleristics meani thal crope such as hay
or corn wera more difficull 1o grow, but crops requiring good drainoge
{swch o barriod) wofe oatier

During strawbarry harvest, sarly morning harvests would go fo wooden
flats ond shepped onbo fermes to morksts such os Sesattle’s Pike Ploce
Markst, which opened in 1912, Horvests later in the day would go to the
“cannars, of the barmes used for presecves or freazing. Becouse
strowbarry plants foke several years to reach thair full growing
potantial, some fomalies rotoled thair crops through differend parts of
thair land or diversified by growing other fruits such os loganbarrias,
rosphernes, ejminbnrrlm_ currants, or charmes
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‘Warfime Imprisonment

In Dacember 1541, news of jopan's attock on Pearl Harbor stunned jopanase
Amaricons on the |slond, ond thair 1.L|h:.|=_hq|.|nr|1 avichion in Moy 1942 wos o
difficult tima for many. Members of the odministration for the Yashon high
scheool and TV PRIpET bevth nlpros:.p-r.l thasir support p"hlnrl'r Fnr]npam:n
Amarican families. Many jopanese Amardican fomilies struggled fo arrange
for their balongings and proparty in o matier of days, each fomily memb.er
COITyEg O suitcase or two in order to walk fo the kiland Club in Vashon fown
whare they hod held community gatherings. A few fomiliss armanged
coreiokers for theaar property Tl'm'r |t hl,']pnpﬁ which took tham toa lp@rln}
farry, mhng tharm fo Seattle, where they boorded troins headed for tha
Pinedole Assembly Center and then Tule Loks in northern Colifornio [ond
anuqlllr- other “c nmpl' m".l.l'-pnmmg and Utoh). Unfortunately, not oll
farms were responsibly managed and unable fo keap up with taxes, land
managamant, and harvest during tha war
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Postwar and Contemporary

Aftor the war, approximately one-third of the 140 jJopanoso refurned. The
local paper hod changed ownarship and with it, came o new wove of anti
Jopanese rhotorc; moreover, three homos formerdy owned by japanese
[where families stored their balongings) were burmned down by several local
teanagers in an oct of arson. (Notable exceptions included the Matsuda,
Mulai, Oisuka, and Tokatsulka fomilies.) Nevertheless, the families wheo did
refturn were mostly successful in rebuilding their farms and their lives; a
small group of descendants of the prewar Jopanese American community
still live on the lsland. From the 198608 to the present, o new wave of
Jopanese Americans with historic neots cutside of Vashon has settled on the
Island and developed their own farms.
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Cultural Waypeints (=]

Mukai Farmstead and Garden

Thie Mukai Formstead and Garden was established in 1926, when the Mukai
family purchaosed property just west of the Vashon commercial core fo
expand their strawbarry forming eperafion. The family built o residence and
numercus outbuildings reloted to their fruit proeduction ond processing

Vigit Mukai Farmatoeasd and Gardan

Hozhi Farm

Oreginally a 10-acre estate from the 1920s through the early 2000s, the
Hoshi farm wos most famous for its flowers. One of the concrate
foundations for tho origmnal Hoshi groonhouseo shll stands at the southorn
part of the estate at Blue Moon Farm and s visible from 815 Ave SW. Viitors
ane wilcome fo Blue Moan Farm with advance nofice.

Visit Hoshi Farm

Takatsuka Farm

Avgust M. Takotsuka, a Vashon-born child of jaopanese immigrant formers,
bagan growing strawbarries on this property offer refurning from milstary
service in World Wor Il Despita changing sconomic conditions, Tokatsuka
maindained the farm over the caming dacodes, hjrning pnmarllllrin
Christmas trees in the 1970s. Today, the farm is operated by Korl Olsen and
family, 'Ihuugh it shill bagrs the nome of ris colorful founder

Visit Takatsuka Form

Tahlequah

Yisitors arriving by ferry on the south end of Yashen lsland cross the Daleo
Passage at Tahlequah, a dock site long used by |apanese Amaercan farmars
and other ishandors. Though it was once the location of a [Coast Salish)
village, Tahlequah was named in a 1920 compelition hald to promate the
niew forry sorvice from Tocoma

Visit Tahloguah

Portage Ferry Dock

Mow known as the Tm'rnp Harbor Dock, this small pork an the eosfern shore
was the site of Yoshon lslond's first oulomobile ferry, wiich froveled o Das
Moines botwean 1918 and 1922. Previcausly, jJopaness American farmers ond
ofhar islonders hod used the site fo access the steamers of the "Mosquito
Flaat”

Visit Portoge Ferry Dock

Sikgn up for email updates
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Fujioka Farm

Formerty cwnied and operated by the Fujioka fomily for most of the 20th
contury, Forest Garden Form today is o working farm that is sfill rich with
culfural and agricultural history. Visitors are welcome with advance notice,
and there is a small roodside stand at the property.

Visit Fujioka Farm

Matsuda Farm

Once owned ond operated by the Matsudia family for over five docodes,
thi= 12—acre barry tarm is rich m cultural, warteme, and agnc ultural histary,
Ite shoxrios imvolve corly joponose Amorican snmegration to the leland,
agrculitural innovation, military service, and postwar “reseftlamant” it hos
just boggun a nevw chaptor at the first farm conservalion project for tho
Vashan-Moury lsland Land Trust, and o a commaunity space for Vashon
Ishand.

Wisit Matsuda Farm

Ober Park

In the 1920s and 103, jJopanese Amencons gathered at o communily center
knowens o3 the kslond Club for picmecs, dances, and funerals Truglr ally, iy
1942 it became also the registration pont for the |opanese Amercan
commmunity and their pomt of eventual departure from Yoshon lslond
Though the Cluls has been replaced by o King County Library branch, today
tha sila is known as Ober Park, a 5.5 acre park owned by the Vashon Park
Dmsirict with a bbrary, o ployground, and o memonal sculpturs

Wisit Obher Park

Vashoen Heights

Visitors traveling by ferry from Seattle or Kitsap County arrive al the Vashon
Haights dock an tha north end of tho island, which was used by lsland
farmors to transport strawborries and other produce to Seattle and boyond.
In May 1942, the entire japoness Amaerican community was removed from
tha isband via ferry from Yashon Heighis, beginning a journey that would
take tham lo American concontralion camps

Wisit Yashon Hoights
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