
Preserving Our History, 
Telling Our Story
The National Japanese American Historical Society

Go For Broke, Inc. was founded in 1980 by Tom 

Kawaguchi and Chester Tanaka to tell the story of 

the 100th/442nd and MIS soldiers of World War II. 

In 1981, with curator Eric Saul, the “Go For Broke” 

exhibit opened at the Presidio Army Museum. In 

1987, thematically expanding the Go For Broke 

exhibit, the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History 

in Washington DC featured “A More Perfect Union: Japanese 

Americans and the United States Constitution” to mark the 

bicentennial of the Constitution. 

Broadening its purpose, Go For Broke, Inc. changed its name to 

the National Japanese American Historical Society, Inc. (NJAHS). 

Led by Tom Kawaguchi and Dr. Clif ford Uyeda, NJAHS undertook 

a broader mission to preserve and interpret the history of all 

Japanese Americans and their contributions to and challenges 

in American society. NJAHS produces historical exhibits, 

develops school programs and distributes multi-media products. 

It maintains a gallery, bookstore & archive at 1684 Post Street.

The Japanese American National Library

The Japanese American National Library 

(JANL), a key resource for materials on 

Japanese immigrants and their descendants in America, was 

organized at the request of students engaged in the Third 

World Student Strike at San Francisco State College (now State 

University) in 1969. JANL’s holdings began with materials 

gathered by Karl Matsushita supporting the Japanese American 

studies curriculum being developed by Tetsuden Kashima and 

James Hirabayashi. A working group with expertise in diverse 

topics relevant to the Japanese American experience expanded 

the curriculum and established the Center for Japanese American 

Studies in 1969. In 1987, a vigorously growing JANL moved 

from the Nichi Bei Kai building to larger quarters at Hinode 

Towers. In addition to its educational services and materials, 

JANL’s outstanding archival collection includes camp publications 

and documents donated by individuals and is the official 

repository for the Japanese American Citizens League’s materials 

related to the campaign for Japanese American redress. 

Another collection of documents and materials related to 

the Japanese American experience was created for California 

First Bank (now Union Bank) in 1977. These 

materials, curated by Mr. Seizo Oka, formed 

the core collection for the Japanese American

History Archives.

An excerpt from

A Letter to My Daughter
Remember, daughter, that not one generation ago

we were the expendable ones, 

denied justice, incarcerated for the “crime” of ancestry,

the barbed wire of those camps is still

wrapped around my heart.

The scars from wounds must become memory.

Listen to the stories.  We are the heroes

and sheroes in the pages we write, the songs

we compose, the testimonies we claim.

They will save our lives, make you proud.

They will extend to you

the hands of justice

that must expand from El Salvador to Soweto,

from Tiananmen Square to Azerbaijan,

from a bloody Stockton schoolyard to the bloody streets 

of Howard Beach, from the tenements of refugees 

to the homeless shelters of the Tenderloin

to the reservations of Pine Ridge.

What do I want for you, my daughter?

The courage to join these hands.

For your ends of string are inextricably tied

one to the other, to the suffering and the hungry,

the unknown, and the victorious ones.

One to the other, mother, grandmother, you.

Their struggle has insured our survival.

Their love has birthed your possibilities.

What do I want for you, daughter?

To continue to tie

generation to generation these threads of memory,

to bind each other in justice,

to mend with love, 

and always

with your own voice

to sing your song.
 – Janice Mirikitani
  San Francisco Poet Laureate 2000-2001
  We, The Dangerous

Honoring the Issei
“They were path breakers who left their native land in Japan and bravely 

came to break ground in the new World. They built communities and firmly put 

roots down in this land, and they helped the growth of relations between Japan and 

the United States. For them, it was an age of hardship and war. It was their efforts 

and their indomitable spirit which helped bring about the prosperity of the Japanese 

American community and the close ties that Japan and America enjoy today.”

– Counsel General Makoto Yamanaka, May 29, 2006

W H A T  Y O U  L E A V E  B E H I N D

Each generation leaves behind a legacy for those who follow. With the founding of 
Nihonjin Machi in 1906, the Issei gained a firm foothold in the City’s landscape in which 
they nurtured and preserved the elements of Japanese tradition, culture, and values 
that defined and distinguished them as a people. They made Nihonjin Machi a place 
of strength, security and comfort, only to be forced from their homes and unjustly impris-
oned during World War II. After the war, having proved themselves through sacrifices at 
home and on the battlefield, the Nisei returned to raise their families and re-establish 
San Francisco’s Nihonmachi. They raised the Sansei during the turmoil, opportunity and 
challenges of the Civil Rights Movement and Redevelopment. In a society that allowed 
them to question the injustices, discrimination and powers that subjugated Japanese 
Americans and other minority groups in American society, the Sansei strove to regain 
the threads of their  history, accept the responsibilities of its legacy and open new doors 
for themselves and the generations to follow.  
 
With its first century completed, San Francisco’s Japantown remains a source of inspiration, 
pride and hope. Japantown today is an ongoing creation; a living tapestry where the 
values, dreams and acts that are the legacy of the Japanese in America touch the future. 
The Nihonmachi of tomorrow is here as well, in the history we embrace, the challenges 
we undertake and the decisions we make.

L O O K I N G  T O  T H E  F U T U R E  
         R E M E M B E R I N G  T H E  P A S T

Nikkei Identity and the 
Future of Nihonmachi
Nihonjin Machi, Japanese people’s town, 

aptly described the community established 

by the Issei who were, and lived among, 

Japanese people. Anti-miscegenation 

laws and social stigmas prevented 

intermarriages until after World War II 

when Japanese Americans spread across 

the country and were encouraged to 

assimilate into mainstream society. Some 46,000 marriages 

between GIs and Japanese women occurred under the War 

Brides Act of 1945. The first was 

between Kazue Nagai and Frederick 

Katz, who settled in 

San Francisco. In order 

to address issues of 

their identity and 

community acceptance, mixed 

race persons have borrowed the 

Hawaiian pidgin term Hapa, 

meaning “half.” 

As Japantown entered its second century, the distinct 

demarcation between the generations blurred. Many Sansei 

delayed starting families, with the result that the Yonsei, 

fourth generation, and Gosei, fifth generation, have a greater 

overlap in age than previous groups. New arrivals from 

Japan, called Shin Issei, have become part of the Japantown 

community. Today there are now Shin Nisei and Shin Sansei 

descended from post-war Shin Issei, as well as contemporary 

Shin Issei in their 20s. At the turn of the millennium a new 

group arose in Nihonmachi: the Nosei. With tongue in cheek, 

their name reflects the frustration of having “no say” as they 

sought to have their voice heard by the established Nisei and 

Sansei leadership, and their aspiration to have the community 

embrace all generations, without distinctions by “sei” 

(generation).

Sumi Ogita and Willie Brown, 
parents of Dr. Anthony Brown, 
Director, Asian American 
Jazz Orchestra.
Inset: Michael Brown, Tokyo ‘51

Carrying the Torch
The spirit of Nihonmachi has been kept alive for over 100 years. The stories of this 

community, its people, struggles and character make the threads of culture, heritage 

and community experience that are entrusted to new generations who will be the 

guardians of its past and the visionaries who will shape its future.
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Volunteering at Kimochi
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 1 What Happened Here 

 2 Injustice and Honor 

 3 Uoki Sakai Market 

 4 Commerce & Community

 5 Beginnings of Japantown 
  in the Western Addition

 6 Benkyodo 

 7 Educating the Nisei
  Japanese American Citizens League

 8 Heart and Soul
  Continuing Our Traditions

 9 The Spirit of Nihonmachi

 10 A In the Name of National Security

10 B Kodomo No Tame Ni

11 Issei Women's Legacy

12 A New Ballgame

13 Internment Camps and 
  Return to Nihonmachi

14 Redevelopment to Redress

15 San Francisco Japantown Sensu

16 What You Leave Behind:
   Looking to the Future, Remembering the Past

The San Francisco Japantown History Walk is a self-guided tour that 
is approximately 10 city blocks and consists of 16 interpretive signs.
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