
Maneki Neko
In many stores you will see a maneki neko, or beckoning cat. According to Japanese legend, during a heavy 
storm a nobleman taking shelter under a large tree was lured to the gate of a small temple by a cat that 
seemed to be beckoning to him with her paw. Just as the nobleman reached the gate, a bolt of lighting 
destroyed the tree. In gratitude, the nobleman became the temple�s benefactor. The story spread and the 
monks sold models of the maneki neko to visitors as symbols of good luck and prosperity. 

�Nihonjin� means �Japanese person� and 

�machi� means �town�. To the Issei, the area 

bounded by Geary, Webster, Bush and Laguna 

was the heart of Nihonjin Machi with a 

definite Japanese presence that extended to 

Fillmore, California, Gough and Octavia 

Streets. Today, after the dispersal of the 

Japanese population from the area due to 

the Internment and Redevelopment, the 

community, which remains the cultural and 

commercial center for Japanese Americans in 

San Francisco, is referred to as �Nihonmachi� 

or �Japantown.�

Nihonjin Machi to 
Nihonmachi

Cornerstones of 
a Neighborhood
Nihonmachi’s commercial district included personal 
services such as laundries and barbers as well as 
medical and other professional offices.
 

Take 2-3 Scoops white rice

Top with 

fried noodles

sliced roast pork or beef

green onions

Drown in brown gravy

25¢
Soup or salad 5¢ extra

MIKADO CAFETERIA

A Taste of the Times
Restaurants are among the distinctive features of every ethnic community. 
The restaurant trade provided an attractive business opportunity to the 
entrepreneurial Issei. Starting as an employee, one could 
learn how to operate the business until the opportunity 
arose to establish one�s own restaurant. Among those in 
the growing community there was a steady clientele 
from the many residential hotels frequented by workers 
and from �schoolboys� employed by Caucasian families 
as domestics in exchange for lodging and a small salary. 
A link to the comfort and memory of home and family, 
a place to socialize and celebrate, restaurants, 
then as now, nourish and reflect the cultures 
from which they arise.

Itadakimasu!
Whether at home or dining out, a Japanese meal begins
with �Itadakimasu� and ends with �Gochisosama,� 
expressions of appreciation and gratitude for the food 
and its preparation.

Japanese Banks
Recognizing the need for the equal treatment of Japanese Americans, 
businessman and activist, Keisaburo Koda (also known as the Rice King) was 
instrumental in opening California’s first Bank of Tokyo (now Union Bank) 
branch of which he became the founding 
director in 1952. With acquisitions and 
mergers, the banks in Nihonmachi have 
changed names over the years, but their 
service to Japanese Americans and newly 
emigrated Japanese has remained 
steadfast. Union Bank and 
California Bank & Trust, located 
just across Post Street from 
one another, both offer 
services in Japanese, 
as well as English. 

 

Nihonjin Machi was not only a commercial district but 
also a close community in which people looked out for 
and supported one another. Like all members of the 

community, businessmen, big 
or small, having resources, 
stability and contacts were 
expected to take a key role.  
An example of this spirit was 
Hori & Co. Employment 
Agency. Founded in 1901, 

Sojiro Hori�s agency served Japanese, Chinese and 
Filipino workers. It was not uncommon for a client in 
need of temporary bed and board to be a �guest� in the 
Hori family home until, secure in a job, they were able 
to fend for themselves. Mr. Hori also advocated for the 
needs of Japanese businesses in his dealings with the 
mainstream business community of San Francisco. 

Another, well known example was 
Kyutaro Abiko (pictured right), who 
founded one of the largest Japanese 
labor contracting agencies, the 
Japanese American Industrial 
Corporation in 1902. He also 
founded the American Land and 
Produce Company, an agricultural landholding company 
that helped establish Issei farmers in the San Joaquin 
Valley. Abiko, as publisher of the Nichibei Shinbun, the 
most influential and widely read Japanese newspaper 
before the War, opposed the Alien Land Laws, advocated 
for naturalization rights for the Japanese and worked to 
create educational opportunities that would allow the 
Japanese to succeed in America.

 
(We�re here for each other.)

Honami

Matsuya

Tenkin Tempura House

Pine St.  Laundry

American Fish Market

Nichi  Bei BussanShima Transfer Co.

Uoki K. Sakai Goshado Morino’s

Matsuya Mikado Cafeter ia

Nippon Goldf ish George’s Candy StoreYasutaro Ishii CarpentryToyo Market

C O M M E R C E  &  C O M M U N I T Y

Within a very short time after the 1906 Earthquake, 
the Japanese American community began to grow 
in earnest in the Western Addition. By 1910, 
approximately 50 businesses 
including hotels and boarding- 
houses, tailors, dentists, 
mid-wives, hospitals, employ- 
ment agencies, pool halls, 
grocers, dry goods, bath houses 
and restaurants were serving the 
new community and its needs. 
By 1940, over 200 businesses 
were located in Nihonjin Machi.

The Issei quickly adopted Western dress and customs 
to �blend in� with the mainstream in order to present 
a positive image they hoped would reduce hostility 
and obstacles to their acceptance in the United States. 

However, employment opportunities in the City�s 
offices and factories were virtually non-existent due 
to anti-Japanese agitation and union policies against 

employment of Japanese. As a 
result, Nihonjin Machi became 
a bustling network of Japanese- 
owned businesses mainly serving 
their community and employing 
other Issei.

Commerce within Nihonjin Machi 
reflected both the community�s 
need and desire for Western- 
ization and the maintenance of 

Japanese cultural ties and traditions. Each successive 
generation maintained some of the old and 
introduced the new, creating a unique Japanese 
American presence.

Before Redevelopment, neighborhood residents gathered 
at spots reflecting their age and social groups. Soda 
fountains drew a co-ed, slightly younger crowd than the pool 
halls, a traditional haunt of bachelor Issei workers between 
jobs, frequented by a largely male clientele.

Soda Fountains & Pool Halls
(A place to hang out.)

The �rst Japanese-language daily newspaper, Soko Shinbun

(San Francisco News) began publishing in 1892. In 1898,

entrepreneur Kyutaro Abiko launched the Nichi Bei Shinbun

(Japanese American News), in which he urged immigrants to

marry, settle down and adopt America as their new home.

Spreading the Word

        
A fixture in Japantown since 1925, the Ashizawa family�s Soko Hardware is a modern example of 

the blending of Japanese and Western ways that characterized the evolution of Japantown. Now, as 

then, you can get a ryoba (Japanese pull saw) and kanna (plane) for woodworking or a power drill 

and a claw hammer; a cast iron nabe pot, an electric rice cooker and a set of Japanese chawan (rice 

bowls), as well as tabi to wear with your rubber zori and a giant koi nobori to hang at home in 

honor of Boy�s Day. This mix of traditional alongside modern makes Soko Hardware a fascinating 

destination for visitors and residents of Nihonmachi.

Soko Hardware
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For the early Japanese immigrants, residential 
hotels provided more than just a place to stay. In 
the largely bachelor society of early Japantown, 
the hotels often provided meals and served as a 
gathering place where news, job prospects and 
gossip could be exchanged. Amenities, such as 
ofuro, Japanese-style communal baths, barber 
shops and pool halls were often located in a hotel.

Hori Family circa 1915

A group photograph of
Japantown journalists in 1934

includes Michi (Oka) Onuma,
the first Japanese American
woman to be English editor
of both the Nichi Bei Times

and Hokubei Mainichi.

Hokubei Mainichi newspaper
English editor and

past president
Howard Imazeki

in 1977.

Hotel Nippon

Aki Hotel
Manager –
Mr. Goto,

circa 1920’s

Star Light 
Cleaners

Dentist
Seizo Murata

Roy’s Barbershop – 
Roy Abbey and John Kono

Fuji Hotel Kashu Hotel

After World War II, the Hokubei Mainichi and the Nichi Bei Times
resumed publishing in English and Japanese. Covering issues

large and small, international and local, the Japanese American
newspapers continue to be an essential element of community life.

Shaping the Character of 

the Neighborhood

Until Redevelopment uprooted 

many of its business and residents, 

Nihonmachi was a residential as 

well as commercial neighborhood.  

Japanese Americans families often 

lived in the upper floors of the 

building housing their store or office.  

Everyone, especially business-owning 

families, shaped the character of the 

neighborhood and supported the 

community’s cultural and social 

activities and institutions.

Mon & Kanban  

Japanese family crests known 

as mon, or images evoking the 

goods and services provided by 

an establishment are displayed 

on kanban, traditional Japanese 

shop signs, identifying many of 

the businesses in Nihonmachi.

View of Post Street from Buchanan Street –1942

Jim’s Drug Co. –
Hatsuto Yamada

Willy’s Sweet Shop

Koga Fountain

George’s Pool Hall –
Caricature by Jack Matsuoka

Babe’s
Evergreen

Mas Ashizawa (right) and his son Philip, 
with long time employee Ms. Nancy Tomioka

Toyo Market –
Seiichi and Chiyoko Nakai

Mikado Hotel

Above: 
The first 
branch of
the Bank of
Tokyo (now
the Union
Bank) opened
on the corner
of Sutter &
Post Streets.

In 1953, the National Japanese American 
Citizens League (JACL) opened the first
account at the Sumitomo Bank of California
(now California Bank & Trust).

Weldon’s Grocery –
John, Fred, & 

William Hoshiyama
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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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