
Japan
Most Generous

in Earthquake Relief
Japan donated $244,960 to earthquake 

relief for San Francisco, an amount greater 

than all other foreign donations combined.  

Canada, the second highest foreign 

contributor, gave $145,402.

By 1920, Nihonjin-Machi was a thriving residential community. The Nisei children (second generation) became 
Americanized, learning English, dressing in western clothing and playing games such as “kick the can.”

The Hagiwara family photographed 
the ruins of City Hall from Market 
and Larkin Streets. The Hagiwaras, 
proprietors of the Japanese Tea 
Garden in Golden Gate Park, 
opened the Tea Garden grounds 
to earthquake refugees until more 
permanent shelters became available. 

I s s e i
(first generation)

N i s e i
(second generation)

S a n s e i
(third generation)

Y o n s e i
(fourth generation)

G o s e i
(fifth generation)

Naming the Generations

Fourteen year-old Masanobu Morisuye founded 
Troop 12,  the first Japanese American Boy Scout troop, 
in 1915 after convincing Japanese school principal, 
Yoshizo Sano, to be the Scoutmaster. 

Charles Kikugawa was among the neighborhood 
boys who competed for titles and cash prizes in an 
annual sumo tournament held at Dreamland, later 
known as Winterland, at Steiner & Post Streets.

Tsuyo Tatsuno held sewing classes in the basement of her home.
She helped Issei women adapt to life in America and become 
more self-sufficient. 

After the 1906 Earthquake 
destroyed its original temple on 
Polk Street, the Buddhist Church 
relocated to 1617 Gough Street.

Japanese schools, such as Nippon Gakuen, were established by the 
Issei to assure their children’s ties to Japanese language and culture.

After their home in Chinatown was destroyed in 1906, 
the Mizuhara family moved to Nihonjin-Machi and reopened 
their art repair shop at 1823 Sutter Street.

A Practical Vision

B E G I N N I N G S  O F  J A P A N T O W N  
I N  T H E  W E S T E R N  A D D I T I O N

Why the Western Addition?
In the late 1890s, tracts of Victorian homes
sprang up in the Western Addition—
the City’s newest neighborhood. A new 
streetcar line served the burgeoning Fillmore 
Street business district. Most residents were 
white and Christian, but they were joined by 
African Americans, Jews and Asians, barred 
from other parts of the City by racially 
restrictive covenants.

After the Great Quake and Fire of 1906 
destroyed San Francisco’s downtown and 
civic center, businesses and government 
offices temporarily relocated to the Fillmore. 
The Western Addition served as the City’s 
mercantile and governmental center for a few 

Other Japanese Centers
The Earthquake and fire completely 
destroyed Chinatown and the area South of 
Market Street between 5th & 7th Streets, 
the two primary areas of Japanese settlement 
prior to the Earthquake. Longstanding 
anti-Chinese agitation manifested itself in 

the formation of the Committee on the Location of Chinatown. 
Abraham Reuf, James Phelan and others created an official 
proposal to remove the Chinese from the valuable property 
bordering downtown and to relocate them in Hunters Point, 
then part of San Mateo. The effort was abandoned as the specter 
of losing lucrative trade with China to rival Oakland began to 
take form. As Chinatown was rebuilt, some Japanese businesses 
returned and operated until the 1940s.  

The Japanese community also began to rebuild businesses in 
South Park, rather than in the original South of Market location. 
South Park was near the Southern Pacific Railroad station and 
the shipping docks serving Japanese companies. The area grew, 
serving travelers between Japan and the United States. South 
Park was seriously impacted by the 1924 Immigration Act which 
cut off new immigration from Japan. The area was dealt a further 
blow when Japanese shipping was moved to piers north of 
Market Street in 1933.

The 1906 Earthquake and Fire 
On April 18, 1906, San Francisco was wracked by a 7.9 magnitude 

earthquake, followed by a great fire that devastated the eastern portion of 

the City. The conflagration was halted at the edge of the Western Addition 

by dynamiting a firebreak along Van Ness Avenue. With their homes and 

shops in Chinatown and South of Market in ruins, Japanese immigrants 

joined the masses of refugees that moved westward into Golden Gate Park 

and the Western Addition.

The first generation of Japanese 

immigrants who arrived in the 

United States during the late 

1800s until immigration was 

ended in 1924 were the Issei, 

meaning first generation.  

Their children, the Nisei, or 

second generation, were 

American citizens by birth.  

Subsequent generations are 

similarly numerically named, 

Sansei, Yonsei, Gosei, etc. 

Japanese who immigrated to the 

United States after World War II, 

are referred to as Shin Issei, 

the new first generation.

fleeting years before reverting to its original 
character as a lively and diverse neighborhood.

The Japanese, however, stayed. Their settle- 
ment in the Western Addition benefited 
from a change in attitude among the Issei. 
Advocated most prominently by businessman 
and newspaper publisher Kyutaro Abiko, the 
goal of permanent settlement in America had 
supplanted the earlier dekasegi ideal of 
working abroad in order to return to Japan 
with earned wealth. By 1910, the Census 
reported 50 Japanese-owned businesses and 
approximately 4,700 Japanese residents in 
the Western Addition.

In May 1906, The Shin-Sekai, the oldest Japanese immigrant newspaper, predicted that the 

Western Addition would become the location of a new Nihonjin-Machi. In an editorial entitled 

“Nihonjin-Machi Mondai,” (Japanese Town Issue), the Shin-Sekai wrote:

 …[M]y feeling [that the new Nihonjin Machi] would eventually be established in the neighborhood of the Fillmore district is 

based on the observation that the Japanese here in San Francisco are not financially able to lease new structures which will be 

built on fire-wracked sites. They will therefore have little choice but to seek rentals such as those in the Fillmore District that 

survived the earthquake and fire.

 Rents, however, in the Fillmore District are still extremely high as they are on Market Street. But as new buildings are 

completed and become available in the city, rents in the Fillmore District will be forced down, and the Japanese will gradually 

occupy the buildings in that area. And for now, it would be a big mistake to pay high rents in this area, or to rent defective 

buildings in need of much repair.” 

Japanese language editorial from the Shin Sekai, May 17, 1906.  
Translated by Mr. Seizo Oka, Japanese American History Archives.
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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.

N California Japantown Monument San Francisco
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To view the entire San Francisco Japanown History Walk project log on to
www.nddcreative.com/sfjhw.htm
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