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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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Obon
Although Buddhist in origin, Obon is observed 
community wide in joyful remembrance of the 

departed souls of ancestors and friends.  
Everyone, from the dance schools in their 

matching yukata, to youth groups and enthusiastic 
visitors, participate in the obon odori (communal 

folk dancing), that highlights the observance. 

H E A R T  A N D  S O U L
C A R R Y I N G  O N  O U R  T R A D I T I O N S

Although the Issei were told and generally accepted that they and their children 
must adopt American ways, complete assimilation, rejecting their Japanese heritage, 
would have been impossible and even unthinkable. As Japanese, they faced a society 
whose discriminatory laws and racial attitudes excluded them from full equality and 
integration. This required the Issei to pull together and reinforce their cultural and 
community norms. Also, Japanese cultural traditions and were an integral part of 
the Issei’s personal identity and social structure, and ultimately their legacy to future 
generations of Japanese Americans.

Thunder in the West
The thunder of taiko drums has been a part of Japanese life for millennia, so Seiichi 

Tanaka was struck by their absence at the San Francisco’s Cherry Blossom Festival in 

1967. When Tanaka returned to Japan he sought out Daihachi Oguchi of Osuwa Daiko. 

In the late 1940s, Oguchi, drawing on his background as a jazz drummer, created an exciting, 

non-traditional style of ensemble taiko drumming, called kumi-daiko, featuring an ensemble of 

taikos of various sizes and tones playing his arrangements of traditional taiko scores. Influenced 

by Oguchi and other Japanese taiko groups and his training in martial arts, Tanaka developed his 

distinctive style of drumming and established the San Francisco Taiko Dojo in 1968, the first taiko 

school in the United States. In 1993, Tanaka’s path came full circle as he established the Nihon 

Taiko Dojo to teach his American style taiko in Japan.

Matsuri! Community Celebrations
In addition to American holidays, a variety of distinctly Japanese festivals, matsuri, 

are celebrated throughout the community. Their traditional origins and significance 

have been shaped and often changed by the Japanese American experience.

Traditional Arts
Japanese traditional arts are prominently displayed during Nihonmachi’s festivals, yet their 

constant presence is a reflection of the integration of distinctive art forms and Japanese aesthetics 

into everyday life. Flowing calligraphy graces supermarket shelves as well as exquisite sumi-e (ink 

painting) scrolls. Distinctively stylized Ikebana flower arrangements and patiently potted bonsai 

trees echo and focus the mind on the essence of nature’s beauty. Traditional Japanese folk singing 

(Minyo), chanted poetry (Shigin), Japanese instrumental music on koto, shamisen, and taiko, and 

classical Japanese dance (Buyo), taught by local teachers, are featured at many community events.

Japanese Sports and Games
Even while working long, hard hours, the Issei found time for recreational pursuits, many of 

which are still widely popular today. The discipline and spirituality of Japanese martial arts are 

practiced by men and women of all ages and backgrounds. Judo, Aikido and Karate have 

become mainstream in the U.S. with dojos (schools) in almost every city. And Kendo, the art of 

Japanese swordsmanship, and Sumo, Japan’s unique form of wrestling, have won over fans 

worldwide. Go, a challenging Japanese board game, Shogi, the Japanese version of chess and 

Hanafuda, with its beautiful flower cards, are enjoyed by many enthusiastic players.

Origami
The art of origami, Japanese paper folding, can be traced back to the 6th 

Century when paper was first introduced to Japan. Traditional designs 

handed down through generations have inspired modern folders to 

create stunningly complex and original models. On Japantown’s 

Buchanan Street Mall, two bronze Origami Fountains by world famous 

artist Ruth Asawa resemble lotuses growing by a mountain stream. 

Examples of traditional folds adorn streetlamps lining the mall. 

Tea Ceremony
Chanoyu, literally meaning “hot water for tea,” refers to the ritual practices for preparing and 

serving a bowl of tea based on the principles established by tea master Sen Rikyu (1522-1591). 

By bringing together many Japanese arts and merging them in the simple preparation and service 

of the bowl of tea, Chanoyu integrates the practices of Wa Kei Sei Jaku (harmony, respect, purity 

and tranquility) into the lives of its practitioners. The Hokka Nichibei Kai building at 1759 Sutter 

Street in San Francisco’s Japantown features a Chashitsu (tea ceremony room) designed by 

Professor Masao Nakamura of Kyoto. First built in Kyoto, the Chashitsu was taken apart and 

reassembled in San Francisco in 1986 by five Japanese master craftsmen. Although Chashitsu are 

usually designed for a specific school, Professor Nakamura’s Chashitsu in San Francisco and Kyoto 

are uniquely recognized by all schools of tea.

Ringing in the New Year 
The New Year is a time of reflection on the events of the past year and a time for 

renewal and anticipation of the year to come. Oshogatsu, the New Year’s day 

celebration, centers on the gathering of family and friends to share an elaborate feast of 

traditional dishes symbolizing good fortune. Cooks spend many days shopping, 

preparing and arranging the feast so that the year will have an auspicious beginning.  

Special decorations such as pine and bamboo kadomatsu at entryways, stacked round 

pounded rice cakes, kagami mochi, topped with a Satsuma orange and rice straw rope 

decoration, shimenawa, are frequently displayed. Mochitsuki, gatherings to pound 

sweet rice cakes that are an integral part of the New Year tradition, are held in churches, 

temples and community centers.

Cherry Blossom Festival
The Cherry Blossom Festival, Japantown’s largest annual event, began in 1967 
to promote the opening of the Japanese Cultural and Trade Center. In Japan, spring is 
celebrated with Ohanami, cherry blossom viewing parties, as breathtaking groves of 
delicate blossoms inspire appreciation of nature and life’s fleeting beauty. San Francisco’s 
two-weekend celebration features cultural performances and displays, a Japanese food 
bazaar and a Grand Parade from Civic Center to Nihonmachi.

Tanabata Festival
In summer, bamboo branches are hung with cut paper decorations and strips of 
paper bearing poems and wishes for Tanabata, a celebration based on a romantic 
folktale of lovers transformed into stars and placed on opposite sides of the Milky 
Way, to meet only once a year on the 7th day of the 7th month.  

Kodomo No Hi
Family pride in and expectations of young Hatsuro Aizawa are evident in this Boy’s 
Day display. On May 5, Tango no Sekku, families with boys display symbols of 
strength and the samurai spirit including, kabuto (helmets), katana (Japanese swords) 
and colorful carp kites, koi nobori. Much to the chagrin of many boys, Boy’s Day was 
officially renamed Kodomo No Hi, Children’s Day, in 1948 by Japan’s Occupational 
Government under General Douglas MacArthur, in order to tone down the festival’s 
martial spirit. Elaborate doll displays representing the Imperial court are the 
centerpiece for Hina Matsuri, the Doll Festival, celebrated on the third of March, 
also known as Girl’s Day.  

Many local Nikkei families came from Hiroshima-ken and the 
Nagasaki area. Many lost family members in the atomic bombings 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and some, known as hibakusha 
(explosion affected people), are survivors of that cataclysmic 
event. In annual memorial services remembering the tragedy of 
war and the devastating power of nuclear weapons, origami cranes 
are folded and displayed to symbolize the wish for peace. 

The Day of Remembrance, held each year 

in mid-February, marks the anniversary of 

the signing of Executive Order 9066, which 

authorized the imprisonment of the entire 

West Coast Japanese American population 

in concentration camps during World War II. 

Integrating thoughtful historical presen- 

tations, contemporary social commentary, 

artistic performances and a solemn candle- 

lighting ceremony, the Day of Remembrance 

reflects upon the meaning of the Japanese 

American experience for all Americans. 

Nihonmachi Street Fair
Celebrating the youth and future
of Nihonmachi, the Nihonmachi 

Street Fair was organized in 1973 by 
Sansei (3rd generation) community 

activists to promote youth 
involvement in Nihonmachi.

Seiichi Tanaka was presented with a taiko brought to 
America in 1910 in recognition of his leadership in the 
development of American taiko drumming. The drum is 
the oldest taiko known to have been brought to the 
United States by the Issei.

Kenjin Kai
Issei from a single prefecture (ken) 

formed social and support groups 

called kenjinkai. Linked by family 

ties, occupation, dialect, customs 

and cuisine, kenjinkai members supported one another and shared vital 

information. The members often pooled their funds in a tanomoshi, or 

revolving loan fund, which the members could use to provide the “show 

money” to satisfy application requirements for a picture bride or capital 

for a business investment or other financial needs. Today, the kenjinkai 

still bring people together for social events, especially New Year’s parties, 

summer picnics and furusato (hometown) tours to Japan.

Mr. Susumu Saiki 

Gen Taiko

Grandmaster
Seiichi Tanaka

Madame Rokushige FujimaSan Francisco Bonsai ClubMadame Michiya Hanayagi dance group

Kagami Kai

Hanafuda cards
'Peace Sphere', designed and folded by Linda Tomoko Mihara. 
18 cranes folded from a single sheet of paper. No glue is used. 
Inspired by the Rokoan technique of connected cranes origami.
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