
Education was a critical concern as the Issei  (1st generation)  began to raise families 

in the early 1900s.  Some felt that private schools, teaching the Japanese language, 

traditional arts and moral values, were the most desirable. Others insisted that the 

Nisei (2nd generation) should be sent to public schools for a western education to 

help them assimilate into American society.

Racial discrimination, however, limited the Nisei’s educational opportunities as 

San Francisco’s 1906 school segregation policy had broad political and social rami-

fications for the Japanese American community. In order to serve their children’s 

needs, the Issei began to create independent Japanese schools that would instilled 

Japanese language and cultural traditions as a supplement to the western educa-

tion taught in the public schools.

Planning for a Japanese language school in San Francisco commenced in 1910 

through the Japanese Association of America, the key political organization for 

Japanese immigrants established by the Japanese Consulate in 1908. As a result, 

Kinmon Gakuen (Golden Gate Institute) opened in 1911. During the following year 

Kinmon was a key participant in the first statewide Japanese American educators’ 

conference held in San Francisco.  

With ever increasing enrollment at Kinmon 

and years of fund-raising among the hard-working Issei families, design 

and construction of a new school commenced in the early 1920s. Finally in 

1926 Kinmon dedicated its new school building on this site. Kinmon 

offered an all day kindergarten program for  youngsters. Older students attended Raphael Weill Elementary for 

their basic education, then came to Kinmon for their Japanese language lessons.  

Kinmon Gakuen endured despite virulent anti-Japanese agitation – the segregation of Japanese and Chinese 

students in 1893 and 1906, the enactments of the 1913 and 1920 Alien Land Laws barring Japanese land own-

ership, the onerous restrictions on language schools and teachers in 1921, and the 

near enactment in 1923 of laws designed to outlaw language schools in California.

In 1942 as persons of Japanese ancestry were forced into concentration camps, 

Kinmon Gakuen closed its doors for the duration of the War. Initially the building 

was used as a processing center where Japanese Americans came to register and 

receive medical screenings, the first step in their unjust incarceration and exclusion 

from the West Coast. During World War II, the Booker T. Washington Community 

Center moved into this building to serve the Western Addition’s burgeoning 

African-American population. From 1945 through 1946, 

“Booker T” operated a hostel, sponsored by the 

American Friends Service Committee, providing 

temporarily housing to those returning from 

the camps.

In the fall of 1948 Kinmon Gakuen, now led pri-

marily by Nisei, reopened with 32 students, most 

of them Sansei or third generation. Today, its Japanese language and cultural 

instruction programs continue to be 

an integral part of San Francisco’s 

Japanese American community.  

A favorite event in the Japanese community was Movie Night. Kinmon’s 
parents held their first Movie Night on November 11, 1924 which raised $1,600 
for their building fund. Other community groups also used Kinmon’s auditorium. 
Chizu Iiyama recounted her childhood memories of these film showings:

Our assignment was to rent zabuton (cushions), because the wooden folding chairs were very hard. 
During reel changes, we also sold refreshments.

We hurried to Kinmon before the opening, and would shout loudly, 
“Zabuton, five cents. Nukui desu yo (It’s warm).” And we always sold 
out. During the first film we would wait breathlessly for the break so 
we could drag the heavy container of soft drinks. Again “Soda water – 

five cents. Oishi desu yo (It’s delicious).” The movies were silent, but there would 
be a benshi, a marvelous commentator. He really was an actor who would 
take on all the speaking roles. And always there was a dramatic 
scene—like the heroine at the edge of a craggy clif f—gazing longingly 
at the sunset, then at the turbulent waters below before jumping in. 

A  N I G H T  A T  T H E  M O V I E S

Quote from Chizu Iiyama, “Japanese Language Schools, Kyowa Gakuen & Kinmon Gakuen,” 
Nikkei Heritage Magazine, National Japanese American Historical Society, Summer 2000.

Continuing through the mid-1960s, Movie 
Night at Kinmon Gakuen or Sokoji Temple 
(now Kokoro) was an eagerly anticipated weekend 
event in Japantown. The playbills included grand samurai epics, 
melodramatic tear-jerkers, eerie supernatural tales, and comedic 
stories of everyday Japanese life.

K O D O M O  N O T A M E  N I
( F o r  t h e  S a k e  o f  t h e  C h i l d r e n )

Students’ proficiency in Japanese was 
demonstrated in speech contests such as this 
Bei Koku Ohanashi Taikai (No. California 
Japanese speech contest) held at Kinmon 
Gakuen in June, 1964. First place winners 
received a medal, such as the one at right.

In May 1941, Principal Koshi Suzuki with Kinmon’s last high school
class to graduate before Japanese Americans were interned during

World War II. After the War, legal restrictions and continuing discrimination
hindered re-establishment of Japanese language schools on 

the West Coast. Kinmon Gakuen reopened in the fall of 1948 with 32 pupils.

In the pre-War years, a visit by the Emperor and Empress of Japan 
reflected the important role of Kinmon Gakuen and other Japanese 
language schools in maintaining cultural ties.  In 1933, Emperor Hirohito 
is shown standing in the doorway of the school. (Upper left)
In 1960, Crown Prince Akihito and Princess Michiko were greeted by 
Kinmon’s principal, Ms. Tomi Osaki, during a State visit marking the 
100th anniversary of the Japanese-American Friendship Treaty. (Left)

Parents saved examples of their 
children’s best shodo (Japanese 
calligraphy) and certificate of 
achievement that marked their 
completion of the school term. 
Kinmon Gakuen’s seal (hanko) is 
shown at right.
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