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Farming by the Japanese in the Seattle
Area of Washington, Prior to WWII

Hiroyuki SAwADA* and George H. KAKIUCHI**

I Introduction

Farmers of Japanese ancestry have played an important role in developing intensive
horticulture and floriculture in the western coastal states of the United States, especially
in California. Many papers have been written and parts of books have dealt with the
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development of their activities. Recently, Yagasaki N
on Japanese floriculture and truck farming in California.

In the state of Washington, although the number of Japanese immigrants was much
smaller than in California, they were quite important in the growing of vegetables, berries
and flowers. However, less is known of their activities than in California. The main rea-
sons for this, it seems, are that their agricultural activities were small compared to that
of California, and having disappeared during WWII due to the evacuation of the people
of Japanese ancestry from the Pacific coast states, farming by them did not recover to its
pre-war status. Nevertheless, to understand the pattern of settling of the Japanese immi-
grants in the Pacific Northwest and along the Pacific coast in general, it is important to
study their role in the development of intensive cultivation of vegetables, small fruit, and
flowers near the larger cities.

In the pre-War period, the Japanese farmers in the state of Washington were con-
centrated in the areas near Seattle. The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to examine
the development of Japanese agriculture in the vicinity of Seattle before the World War
II. The research was done mainly during 1981 through interviews with many local Japa-

nese Americans who are still farming or who were knowledgeable about the subject.
II Development of Farming by the Japanese in Washington

It is said the Japanese began settling in the Seattle Area by 1883 and in Tacoma

by 1885%. The opening of regularly scheduled sailing by the Nihon-Yusen Shipping Co.
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Fig.1 Distribution of Japanese Families in Washington State (1936)
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to Seattle in 1896 and the Osaka-Shosen Shipping Co. to Tacoma in 1909, accelerated
Japanese immigration into Washington. They gradually scattered over the Puget Sound
lowland in Western Washington and the Yakima Valley and the Columbia plateau in east-
ern Washington. However, the core of their population distribution was in the Puget
Sound lowland between Seattle and Tacoma. Although initially many entered into the non-
urban labor market, eventually most moved to the larger cities like Seattle and Tacoma
and became engaged in urban occupations. The number of Japanese who resided in Seat-
tle, for example, was 8 in 1886, 300 in 1890, 4,000 in 1900, 5,000 in 1910 and 9,000 in
1920%.

Some Japanese began to farm in the Puget Sound area as early as the last decades
of the nineteenth century. Many were immigrants who came to become farmers; other
gave up their jobs in cities, railroad construction or lumbering to farm. At first, the
Japanese farmers were employed as laborers by Caucasian farmers, but later they became
independent farmers, establishing their own type of agriculture, especially intensive hor-
ticulture, floricultre and greenhouse horticulture.

Most of the Japanese farmers were located in the Puget Sound lowland between

Seattle and Tacoma. The Puget lowland extends north and south, between the Cascade

._._.8_



Fig. 2 WASHINGTON STATE

0 5000 (feat)

mountain ranges and the coastal mountains. The western half of it is occupied by an in-
land sea known as the Puget Sound. The eastern half is formed by a narrow plain 20-30
kilometers wide and several small valleys. There are relatively few flat regions, consisting
mostly of rolling hills lying less than 200 meters above sea level. These hills were once
covered with Douglas Fir. A few of the larger valleys are alluvial plains such as those
along the Green River, which flows south of Seattle, the Puyallup River, which flows into
the Commencement Bay in Tacoma, and the White River, which is a tributary of the
Puyallup River. These alluvial plains offer good farming land for horticulture. The weath-
er of this region is a typical West Coast climate. In spite of the region’s high latitude,
47-48° N., the winters are mild, with the mean average temperature in the coldest month
being 3.6° C. Although most of the precipitation occurs in winter from November to Feb-
ruary, the summers are cool and wet enough so that general horticulture needs no special
irrigation.

Most of the larger urban centers are located on the Puget lowland. Among them,
Seattle is the largest. The city grew rapidly after it was connected to the East by the
Great Northern Railroad in 1893. Also it benefited greatly from trade with Alaska and
East Asia. It’s population increased from 43,000 in 1890 to 368,000 in 1930”, and became

the largest urban center in the Pacific Northwest. The larger urban centers offered
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the Japanese horticulturists large markets for their products. Their increasing agricultural
importance was due not only to the demand from local urban centers but also reflected the
development of cold-storage railroad cars, which enabled the farmers to send their prod-
ucts to the markets of the Midwest and the East.

As most of the Japanese farmers were engaged in the production of fresh vegeta-
bles, strawberries, and flowers, their farms were concentrated in the Puget lowland where
large markets existed for their products and the transportation network was well develop-
ed. Therefore, there were few Japanese farms in the Columbia basin in eastern Washing-
ton, located far from the larger cities. In addition to being far from the urban centers,
the climate was drier and the characteristic farming which developed were wheat cultiva-
tion and cattle raising. However, some Japanese grew fruit and some vegetables in the
Yakima Valley in the southern part of the basin.

Farming by the Japanese developed steadily and reached its peak in the 1930s. By
that period, their cropping had come to specialize into three types, depending on the
distances from Seattle : market gardening in the suburbs of Seattle, strawberry growing
on the islands in the Puget Sound, and truck farming on the alluvial plains to the east

of Tacoma.
III Land Ownership of Japanese Farmers

Most of the land in which Japanese farmers settled in the early 1900s, was covered
with forest or was of marshy land. Since the Japanese immigrants were prohitbited from
owning their land by a law passed in 1906, which took away the right of becoming a
citizen of the United States and therefore the right to own property, they could only clear
or reclaim land for farming under some kind of agreement with American land owners.
To add to the difficulties, the state of Washington proclaimed the law which prohibited
not only ownership but also leasehold by the Japanese in 1921. Therefore, Japanese had
to work as farm laborers or managers of American farms. However, since the children of
foreigners who were born in the U.S. were able to get citizenship of the United States,
many immigrant Japanese farmed lands owned by their children as they became of age.

Table 1 shows land ownership among Japanese farmers in Bellevue before World
War II. Most immigrants who were able to have farms before 1920 were the members of
the Furuya Land Company. They were technicaly farm laborers of farms operated by the
company, but in actuality they were “independent” farmers who had bought land from the

company. In the economic depression of the 1930s, the company became bankrupt in
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Table 2 Change in Status of Japanese Farmers (Part
of) in Bellevue before W. W.II

Arrival Bellevue Return to
Farmer in Ar:,val Eli\rlln:::s Eligar‘ Japan or
the U.S. | | within | from | pegth

A unknown " 1899

B 1900 1900 2 1928

C unknown | 1900 2 1928

D | unknown | 1900 tlfzj”a;:‘r‘l’m

E unknown | 1900 1907

F 1900 1900 2 1942

G unknown | 1902 1908

H 1900 1902 5 1925 death

I unknown | 1903 1908

J 1900 1904 3

K 1900 1904 1941

L unknown | 1905 1910

M unknown | 1905 1 1915

N unknown | 1905 2 tlgljza;zi“m

(0] 1903 1906 2

P unknown | 1907 1 1930

Q unknown | 1907 1912

R 1905 1909 1912

S unknown | 1909 4 1929 death

T unknown | 1910 :glfa;(;t:rn

U unknown | 1910 1915

v 1910 1911 1

W | unknown | 1912 1 tlc?zjza;?:m

X 1914 1914 3 1945

Y unknown 1921 1841

Tsushima, A. (1952) : “Dainiji taisen-zen déhé Bel-
luvue kaikon hunté-shi.” pp.21~23.

1931. At that time some farmers
with grown children were able to
purchase land from the company,
using the names of their children,
but others having no second gener-
ation children unfortunately had to
forfeit “their” land. In 1935, how-
ever, Japanese who owned their
own farms numbered only sixteen®
among fifty-seven farmers®. Three-
fourths of the farms worked by the
Japanese were done as tenants or
farm laborers.

The aforementioned situation
was quite common in the Puget
lowlands. In the Puyallup River
area, for example, 80 percent of
3500 acres cultivated by Japanes
were leased farms!®. The terms of
lease were different, but usually
they were for three to six years.
According to an example from the
South Park area, rent was 150-200
dollars par ten acres a year in 1930.
However, in the case where land
had to be cleared, no rent was
charged during the first term of
lease. But apparently it was very
difficult to make a profit during the
first term of lease where land had

to be cleared. There were many

American landowners who denied the immigrant Japanese farmers the second lease.

Therefore, many of these Japanese farmers had to give up farming or move to another

place. According to Table 2, which shows the situation of twenty-five Japanese farmers
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Fig. 3
Distribution of Japanese Farmers in the Vicinity of Seattle
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in Bellevue, only seven among
twenty-three farmers had succes-
sively worked their farms since
settling in Bellevue until the be-
ginning of the war between Japan
and the United States in 1941.
Two farmers had died before 1941.
Nine among sixteen farmers left
for other places or returned to
Japan within three to seven years.
Even farmers who had been in
Bellevue for ten years or more,
most of them had changed farms
in the Bellevue area.

There were many reasons
for the low percentage of Japanese
immigrants settling down as far-
mers, but perhaps the main ones
were (1) the consciousness that
they were temporary workers in a
foreign country, (2) the lack of
capital which left them in a weak-
ened position in times of low prof-
its and poor harvests, and (3) an

insecure leasehold.

IV Areal Differentiation
in the Farming by the

Japanese

In spite of the existence of
many difficulties, farming of the

Tapanese relatively improved and

Crops (1936)

ir major

The Number of Japanese Farmers in the Vicinity of Seattle and the

Table 3
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reached its peak in the 1930s. By this time, their

three types, arranged according to the distance from

farming could be differentiated into

Seattle, the largest urban center on



the Puget lowland : market gardening for the local market around Seattle, strawberry grow-
ing for processing on some islands in the Puget Sound, and truck farming of fresh vege-
tables for more distant markets to the east of Tacoma.

1 The Market Gardening on the Outskirts of Seattle

The rapid growth of Seattle in the early decades of this century offered large mark-
ets for perishable farm products. Most of the caucasian farmers were mainy engaged in
dairying, on the other hand, the Japanese farmers had become the chief suppliers of
fresh vegetables. Three significant market gardening areas evolved in the suburbs of
Seattle by the 1930s : (1) the Green Lake area to the north, (2) the Bellevue area to the
east, and (3) the South Park area to the south. These were all located within a distance
of less than 12 kilometers from downtown Seattle.

The Green Lake and the Bellevue areas became well known for strawberry growing
during the 1910s and 1920s. However, the change in site of the University of Washington
from downtown Seattle to its present location near Green Lake, and the picturesque scen-
ery around the lake attracted new houses of city dwellers to the area. The expansion of
urban areas made land values higher, so the Japanese farmers gradually had to shift from
strawberry growing to the more intensive cultivation of such crops as fresh vegetables and
the development of greenhouse horticulture. Many greenhouses were built during the 1930s.
In 1936, there were eleven greenhouse farmers here (Table 3). This number correspond-
ed to 44 percent of all greenhouse farmers in the area of Seattle. They had 3-6 green-
house each and cultivated many kinds of seedlings, vegetables and flowers. One reason
for the concentration of greenhouses here was due to the efforts of some early pioneers. A
Japanese immigrant who had graduated from Sapporo Agricultural School settled in Seattle

and began greenhouse horticulture in 1906. Other Japanese who had graduated from the

Table 4 The Number of Japnese Farmers in the Vicinity of Seattle by Size of Farms (1936)

w of farm less than 50 or avarage
~ (acre) 5~10 10~20 20~30 30~50 more unknown total | farm size
area \ 5 (acre)

Green Lake | — 4 11 — — —_ 1 16 80
South Park 12 7 10 2 2 — — 33 93
Bellevue 6 19 24 1 1 — 1 52 93
Auburn 2 19 30 12 8 == 7 78 14.8
Winslow — 2 8 8 3 1 — 22 20.6
Port Blakely — 1 9 8 4 — - 22 22.1
Burton 1 — 17 2 —_ 1 2 23 15.2

Hokubei Jiji-sha (1930) “Hokubei nenkan”, jlshoroku. pp.116~130.
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same school soon followed his example!”. Under their leadership, greenhouse horticulture
spread among other Japanese farmers.

Sixteen farmers among twenty-seven cultivated fresh vegetables in 1936 (Table 3).
Their main crops were celery, lettuce and caulifiower. Their farm sizes were small, rang-
ing between 5-20 acres, and the average was 8.0 acres. This was the smallest size among
agricultural areas farmed by the Japanese in the outskirts of Seattle (Table 4).

In the Bellevue area, some Japanese settled and engaged in farming by the first
decade of this century. Around 1906, the Furuya Land Company purchased land here and
sold them to the Japanese immigarnts so since then many of them came to the Bellevue
area, cleared the land and planted crops. By the late 1910s, this area became famous for
the production of strawberry and tomato, much of it for processing. The construction of
roads to Seattle after the 1920s, especially the completion of the bridge over Lake Wash-
ington 1936, shortened the distance to Seattle and enabled the farmers to ship their pro-
ducts relatively easily into their main market. However, with Bellevue’s scenic view of
Lake Washington, the improvement of transportation brought about an influx of city dwel-
lers. With the subsequent rise in land values, the emphasis of agriculture gradualy shift-
ed from strawberry and tomato growing to the more intensive production of fresh vegeta-
bles.

In 1936, eleven farmers among fifty-seven grew strawberries and sixteen grew toma-
toes, but most of the tomato and all of the strawberry farmers also cultivated other crops
(Table 3). On the one hand, forty-one farmers among fifty-seven grew largely vegetables
and thirty-four of the forty-one specialized in vegetables. The farm size of most farmers
was between 5-20 acres, and the average was 9.3 acres (Table 4).

In the South Park area, which was close to downtown Seattle, and along the
Duwamish River, which now flows through south Seattle, intensive fresh vegetable horti-
culture was developed by the Japanese by the 1910s. Many different kinds of vegetables,
such as lettuce, cabbage, cauliflower, green onion, carrot, radish, spinach, and so on
were grown on each farm but in‘small quantities. These crops were cultivated in rotation
in the fields. In spite of need for labor for these intensively grown crops, they had very
few farm machines. So, most of the farmers employed part-time laborers.

In 1936, thirty-two farmers among thirty-five grew vegetables and twenty-nine of
them specialized in vegetable growing (Table 3). Farm size varied, but the average was
9.3 acres (Table 4).

There were 12-13 hog raisers in the South Park-Duwamish area in the 1910s, each
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raising from 50 to 500 hogs!®. The hog raising depended on using leftovers from hotels
and restaurants in downtown Seattle as feed. However, this enterprise ended when a city
ordinance was passed in 1921, which prohibited the Japanese from gathering leftovers in
Seattle.

The farm products in the Green Lake area, the Bellevue area and the South Park
area were delivered to wholesalers or grocery stores in Seattle by the farmers themselves
or they were shipped through the growers cooperative associations. A part of the products
from the Green Lake area and the South Park area were sold directly to the consumers
at markets in downtown Seattle, which were opened by the growers cooperative associa-
tion from both areas'®. Some farmers who grew vegetables close to Seattle were able to
sell their products at the Public Market which opened in the 1910s in downtown Seattle.
It is said that about six-hundred Japanese farmers had opened shops or stalls in the
Market during the 1920s, and they accounted for 70 percent of all sellers in the market.

2 Strawberry Growing on the Islands in the Puget Sound

As mentioned above, the Green Lake area and the Bellevue areas became well
known as strawberry producing areas during the early decades of this century. However,
both areas changed to the growing of vegetables as the transportation system improved
and urbanization expanded outwards from Seattle, especially after the 1920s. But on the
islands in the Puget Sound, although strawberry growing was introduced at about the
Same time as in the above two areas, the Japanese farmers continued to grow strawber-
ries much longer and the islands remained agricultural due largely to the lack of a good
transportation system into the Seattle area. The islands, therefore, contiuned as chief
producing areas of strawberries for processing into the 1930s.

The Japanese farmers began to grow strawberries on Vashon Island in 1904'* and
on Bainbridge Island in 1908'®. Both islands are located at a distance of some 12-30 kilo-
meters from Seattle.

Strawberries cannot be grow for many years on the same field, so the planting area
had to be rotated and ordinarily limited to less than one third of each farm. It was con-
sidered that more than 20 acres of farmland were necessary to specialize in its cultivation.
Therefore, strawberry growing, needing more land than intensive vegetable cultivation,
was usually introduced in areas relatively far from urbanized areas where land value was
comparatively lower. The land value on these islands was, furthermore, lower than com-
parable areas on the mainland located at similar distances from Seattle. Another advantage

was that winters were milder and few killing frosts occurred on these islands, favoring
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the cultivation of such crops as strawberries which are perennial plants.

There were three centers of strawberry growing on the islands: (1) Winslow and
(2) Port Blakely on the Bainbridge Island and (3) Burton on Vashon Island (Table 3).
Most of these farmers were highly specialized in the growing of strawberries. The average
farm size in Winslow and Port Blakely was over 20 acres but in Burton it was 15.2 acres
(Table 4). The small average farm size in Burton was very likely due to the variety of
farm types.

During the early period, the strawberries were collected by brokers and sold to
small canneries around Seattle. In 1917, when the National Cannery Company became
established in Seattle, the strawberry growers on Vashon Island, Bainbridge Island, Bel-
levue, and Kingston organized together and formed the Strawberry Growers Cooperative
Association'®. The association subsequently began to negotiate agreements with the can-
ning company on the prices for the strawberries and on annual contracts for the strawber-
Iy crops.

3 Truck Farming in the Area East of Tacoma

Japanese farmers settled in the southern areas of the Puget Lowland during the
early 1900s and began growing vegetables for Tacoma, the largest urban center in the
southern part of the Puget Sound. Market gardening for Tacoma started around Fife,
adjacent to Tacoma, then gradually spread to the areas along the Green River and the
White River where the land was flat and the soils fertile. The rapid expansion of truck
farming in the region made the Japanese farmers consider shipping to more distant
markets, because Tacoma, whose population was little over 100, 000 even at its peak time
in the pre-War period, was too small for their growing production.

Japanese farmers organized the Puget Sound Vegetable Growers Cooperative Associa-
tion in 1924 to handle the growing production and expanding markets. Cooperative shipp-
ing to markets in the Midwest and the East soon began, using refrigerated cars. The
membership in this cooperative association increased to over 250 farmers, including some
American farmers'”. Shipments increased from only 60 cars of lettuce in 1924 to 500 cars
of vegetables, such as peas, carrots, cauliflower, spinach, celery and lettuce in the mid-
1930s'®.

The development of vegetable production in the region attracted many packing
companies and shippers. The concentration of the vegetable shippers further encouraged
the increase in production. The extension of railroad lines into Tacoma and Auburn en-

hanced the concentration of shippers into this area.



There were eighty-two Japanese farmers in the Auburn area and thirty-one in the
Fife area in 1936 (Table 3). Most of them specialized in vegetable growing. Their farm size
varied from less than 5 to fifty acres. The average size, for example in Auburn, was 14.8
acres, which was somewhere between the average size of the market gardening areas

around Seattle and the strawberry growing areas on the islands (Table 4).
V Ending of Farming by the Japanese

Farming by the immigrant Japanese began in the early 1900s on the Puget lowland,
meanwhile anti-Japanese feelings and anti-Japanese movements steadily began to evolve.
Japanese farmers were the important suppliers of vegetadbles, flowers and strawberries
for the residents in the Puget lowlands. Unfortunately, the beginning of the War between
Japan and the United States in 1941 brought an end to that role. All Japanese who resided
on the West Coast were looked upon as potential enemies, and the national government
made the decision to put all people of Japanese ancestry into the so-called relocation
(internment) camps in the interior of the United Stats. However, it would seem that
prejudice and economic factors also were significant in making that decision. Most of the
Japanese farmers sold their farms and belongings at a great financial loss. A few farmers
were able to lease their farms or placed them in the custody of non-Japanese farmers. The
Japanese were released from camps immediately after the end of the War, but most of
them had disposed of their properties and did not or could not return to farming and
moved into urban areas.

The first generation Japanese, issei, had often taken up farming, but as they grew

old and the second generation Japanese, the nisei, came of age, many of the latter pre-
ferred to work in urban centers. This was the situation after WWII in the Puget lowland.
Thus the number of Japanese who took up farming was relatively small compared to the
pre-WWII years. In comparison with Puget lowland, many Japanese in California returned
to farming after the war and recovered much of their pre-WWII status. In California, the
central Valley with its superb agriculture land contiuned to prosper and regional crop
specialties and cultivation technology were developed aggressively. In contrast to Califor-
nia, due to the expansion of the larger cities in the Puget lowland, especially in the vicin-
ity of Seattle, the limited amount of good farm lands has almost disappeared. Therefore,
some Japanese who came back after the war to farm again had to move further up the
valleys, such as the Green River valley, or moved to inland regions such as the Columbia

Plateau and Idaho. The progression of urbanization in the Puget lowland was one of the
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largest factor which prevented the recovery of farming by the Japanese in this region

after the Second World war.
VI Conclusion

1 Japanese settlements in the Puget Lowland region began in and near the urban
centers such as Seattle and Tacoma in 1880s, and then gradually spread outwards into the
rural areas between Seattle and Tacoma towards the end of the nineteenth century.

2 Since the Japanese, unable to get American citizenship, could not own land or
even get leaseholds, they began to farm as farm laborers, although sometimes in name only.
However, most of them eventually purchased or leased land under the name of their A-
merican-born child after he or she became twenty-one and thus became independent farm-
ers.

3 The rapid growth of Seattle and Tacoma in the early decades of this century
offered the farmers expanding markets for their crops. In contrast to the caucasian farm-
ers, most of whom were engaged in dairy or general farming, Japanese farmers preferred
to engage in intensive horticulture, and became chief suppliers of vegetables and flowers
for citizens in the Puget Lowland until the War between Japan and the United States.

4 Farming by the Japanese differentiated spatially into three types depending upon
the distances from Seattle until the 1920s : (1) market gardening in the suburbs of Seattle,
(2) strawberry growing for processing on the islands of the Puget Sound and (3) truck
farming for distant markets in the southern part of the Puget Lowland.

5 In the suburbs of Seattle, intensive cultivation of fresh vegetables and flowers
and greenhouse horticulture expanded as Seattle grew in size. The farm products were
shipped to the wholesalers or to grocery stores in Seattle, but part of them was sold at
direct sale markets or at the Public Market to consumers. Some hog raisers using leftovers
from restaurants existed in the Seattle area.

6 Strawberry growing developed in the Vashon and Bainbridge islands. It needed
larger fields to specialize than fresh vegetables, so its production had remained on these
islands located at a distance of some 12-15 kilometers from Seattle and handicapped by a
lack of good transportation system.

7 In the southern part of the Puget Lowland, located at a distance of more than
30 kilometers from Seattle, truck farming developed from the 1920s, rather than market
gardening, which was located closer to Seattle. The many kinds of fresh vegetables pro-

duced in southern Puget Lowland were shipped to the Midwest and the East by the
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Growers Cooperative Association and shipping dealers, using refrigerated rail cars.

8 Farming by the Japanese reached its peak of prosperity in the 1930s. However,
the opening of war between Japan and the United States in 1941 brought about its de-
cline when the west coast Japanese were put into the concentration camps. The expansion
of Seattle and Tacoma outwards since the war took away much of the lands farmed by the
Japanese before World War II in the vicity of the larger cities. For this reason and oth-

ers, not many of the former Japanese farmers returned to farming on the Puget Lowland.
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