
Hi m a m m w m m m 

CHAPTER VI. 

Japanese In Personal Service and Urban Trade 

The Japanese on the Pacific Coast entered into commercia l 

activity «Dftiy after the beginning of the immigratio n of laborers 

in 1885. Almost simultaneously, in San Francisco, Seatt le and 

Los Angeles,1 various businesses were established. In Sa n Francisco 

the first store dealing in Japanese curios and art goods was 

opened in 1886, and within a few years thereafter many si milar 

stores were started in and near Chinatown, marking the be ginning 

of one of the most important branches of business for the 

Japanese.^ A laundry and a shoe repairing shop were estab lished 

in 1890, 3 and shops engaged in tailoring, dressmaking, and suit 

cleaning opened their doors soon afterward.^ In the b ranches of 

business which met the needs of fellow-countrymen, the first 

general merchandise store handling Japanese provisions and dry 

1. In other parts of the United States, however, Japanese-op erated 
stores were in existence. The earliest commercial ente rprise by 
Japanese was probably the government-subsidlzed exhib its of silk, 
tea, porcelain and pottery wares etc. at the Philadelphi a 
Centennial Exhibition in 1876. (I. Nitobe, Intercourse be tween 
Japan and the United States, pp. 187-188. Cited in Ichlha shi, 
op.cit., p. 116. See also The Japanese Association of Ameri ca, 
Zalbei  Nippon-.1  In Shi, p. 247.) Soon after thg,„close of this ex-
pos it ion,  several Japanese firms engaged In the isale of import ed 
Japanese goods were established in New York. (The Japane se 
Association of America, Zalbei Nlppon-jln Shi, pp. 1054- 1055. 
2. Ibid., p. 281. An art goods store operated by a Caucasia n has 
already been in business at this time in San Francisco. (Ic hlhashi, 
op. cit.. p. 116.) 
3. U.S. Immigration Commission, Reports. vol. 23, pp. 189 a nd 197. 
4. Ibid.. p. 205. 
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goods opened In  18 8 6 t h e first hotel In 1885 and another the 

next year,® and the first barber shop, combined with bath ho use, 

in 1890.^ Across the San Francisco Bay the first florist s hop 

and the first nursery were started in 1885,® the first la undry 

in 1889. 9 

In Seattle a restaurant was started in 1885, a lodging-h ouse 

in 1886, another restaurant in 1887, and two more in 1888. 10 All 

these establishments were in  ,f low class 11 districts, and were 

designed to cater to the white laboring class. In 1888 a  bath 

house, a laundry, and a general merchandise of Japanese goods 

were also established. 

In Los Angeles the first commercial establishment was a 

restaurant. It was started in 1885 in the  M flop house" area by 

a group of Japanese who had migrated from San Diego.^ 

The beginning of Japanese business in other cities lagged 

behind by a few years. In Sacramento, for example, Japa nese 

opened establishments in the eighteen nineties to meet t he special 

needs of their countrymen, most of whom were transient laborers 

in agricultural pursuits. A lodging house and two hotels w ere 

opened in 1891, and four or more in 1895 and 1896. A Japanese 

provision store, a restaurant serving Japanese meals, an d a 

5. The Japanese Association of America, Zalbei Nippon-jI n Shi, p.728. 
6. Ibid., p. 289. 
7. TFT3., pp. 290-291. 
8. Ibid., pp* 208-and 282. 
9. TBTcL, p. 287. 

10. U.S. Immigration Commission, Reports, vol. 23, p. 273 . 
11. Ibid. 
12. TETcL. p. 224. 



barber shop were started in 1893.-1-* 

In the years 1885 -1909 , t he Japanese commercial activit ies 

expanded fast, paralleling the expansion of their farm h oldings 

during the corresponding period, Japanese business estab lishments 

in San Francisco In 1904 numbered about 336, and in 1909 a bout 500. 

Those in Los Angeles totaled approximately 160 In 1904, an d 495 in 

1909. In 1905 there were some 216 establishments in Seattle , and 

478 in 1909. In Sacramento the number was about 209 in 19 09. 

The growth of Japanese business Is attributable to the same two 

factors that accelerated their progress in farming, v iz ^( l ) the 

rapid increase of the Japanese population on the Pacif ic Coast, 

and (2) their ambition to attain a permanent independent status. 

The upsurge In the rate of Japanese immigration after 19 00 has 

already been described. A large portion of these new immigr ants 

remained in cities and towns, "where opportunities for s ocial 

life and employment, and perhaps, for study and observat ions, 
1 c 

appealed more strongly to them." The Immigration Commiss ion 

was of the opinion that the choice of urban residence was  "closely 

connected with the classes from which the Japanese immig rants have 

been drawn and the opportunities which have been opene d to them as 

wage-earners in this country. 
It is^slgnifleant fact that of 394 business men who 

had migrated directly from Japan to this country and w hose 
occupations previous to their emigration from their nativ e 
land were ascertained, no fewer than 132, or approximately 

13. Ibid., pp. 249-250. 
14. The year 1909 Is taken as a baseline, for the exha ustive study 
of the Immigration Commission, in the main, concerns itsel f with 
this year. 
15. Ibid., p. 103. 
16. Millis, op. cit. t  p. 50. 
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one-third of the entire number, had been engaged in 
business on their own accounts, 20 had been employed in 
stores, 54 had been city wage-earners, while 78, practicall y 
all from the non wage-earning city classes coming to this 
country as students, had not been gainfully employed p revious 
to their immigration. Opposed to these persons of the cit y 
classes there were 104, 14 of whom had been independent 
farmers, the other 90, farmers 1 sons, working on the father's 
farm before coming to the United States. These date . . . 
show (1) that a large majority of these men engaged in busi -
ness in this country came from the cities of Japan, and (2) 
that a still larger number at home had not belonged to the 
wage-earning classes.^ 

The increase in the urban population was also accounted for  by 

a "back flow" from non urban employments. In the "baek flow" 

migration were those who voluntarily left jobs on railroa ds, in 

lumber mills, canneries, mines, smelters, etc., and those who were 

released from these nonurban industrial occupations. 

Few opportunities have been afforded to the members 
of this race to rise from the ranks of the lowest to those 
of the higher-paid laborers. . . . Moreover, the con-
ditions of living which have very generally prevailed have 
been unsatisfactory from the point of view of the single 
man, and such that normal family life was impossible.̂ - ® 

There were additional "back flow migrants" from agricul tural 

employments. 

It was found that few of those who immigrated from 
cities of Japan remained long at work outside of cities, 
while many of those coming from the nonwage-earning 
agricultural classes soon sought work in the cities. 

The investigation by the Commission of the Japanese engag ed 

in, or employed in, business shows the relative importanc e of 

domestic service, agricultural and railroad employment  as their 

17. U.S. Immigration Commission, Reports, vol. 23, p. 103 . 
18. Ibid., p. 104. 
19. lïïld. 



- 5 -

starting occupation. Of 439 businessmen investigated,^ 0 only 

70, or 15,9 per cent, embarked upon their independent b usiness 

careers immediately after their arrival; 88, or 20.0 per cent, 

first worked as farm hands; 49, or 11.2 per cent, as railroad 

laborers; and 138, or 31.4 per, as domestic servants. Somew hat 

similar trends were also found among the Japanese who we re em-

ployed in urban business. Of 424 wage-earner3 l n v e ^ g a t e ^ ^ ^ 

26, or 6.1 per cent, started t h » ^ e o n 1 empulvu^-eg^^ 

their arrival; 99, or 23.3 per cent, worked first as farm hands; 

38, or 9.0 per cent, as railroad workers; and 148, or 34.9 p er 

op 
cent, as household workers. 

As already mentioned, however, few occupational fields were 

available to the Japanese in cities. Pew opportunities for em-

ployment by white persons other than as domestic servant s and in 

related trades were open to them. In the available branc hes, 

working conditions, wages, or type of work were not att ractive 

to them. Employment by Japanese firms was often even wors e in 

many respects. They had seen, on the other hand, that the 

opportunities presented in the operation of many branche s of 

business were "attractive, and the profits realized by a large 

percentage of those engaged in them much larger than the earnings 

of the wage-earning class." It is also true that "the Ja panese 

like to be free from the wage relation. . . . They take grea t 

20. Some 45 of these men came to the continental United St ates 
from Hawaii or £r©m Canada, 
21. Of these men 26 came to the continental United States from 
Hawaii, Canada, or Mexico. 
22. Ibid., pp. 104-105. 



pride in being independent of that relation, 1123  Thus an 

independent status became highly coveted. The choice of busi-

ness on their own accounts and its subsequent developm ent was 

mainly determined by the lack of capital for investmen t and 

strong hostility manifested by the dominant group again st them. 

These deterrents tended to confine the Japanese in limi ted 

branches of business. 

Por the sake of clarity, discussion of Japanese commercial 

activities may be said to have developed along three gen eral 

lines, viz., (1) the merchandising of goods imported from  Japan, 

(2) personal services or the merchandising of domesti c goods to 

the general public in direct competition with white en trepreneurs, 

and (5) personal services or the retailing and wholesali ng of 

goods to meet the needs of their countrymen. Each of these 

general groups had its own historical characteristics, di stinct 

phases of expansion and recession, and significant re gional 

variations. 

The activities of immigrant Japanese in foreign trade were 

limited in the main to the importing of provisions for co nsumption 

by fellow-countrymen and of curios and art goods for whi te 

patronage. Small in scale, most of them were engaged in t he 

retail sale of their imported goods. Only in later years did 

some of these firms emerge as those specialized in import ing 

goods to be sold for wholesaling. In other branches of impo rt 

and export business dealing^, for example, with silk or 

23. Ibid., pp. 105-106. 
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machinery, the immigrant Japanese were Insignificant, Th ese 

activities were concentrated mostly in the eastern par t of the 

United States and carried on by large white corporations or by 

branches of large commercial firms of Japan. It was the ge neral 

practice of these Japanese firms to staff their branches with 

employees who had been trained in Japan and who usually rem ained 

aloof from the immigrant communities. 

The exact number of Japanese importers of provisions is not 

known, but the Commission reported that in 1909 a few of the 

grocery and provision stores in San Francisco were  tt large supply 

houses and have much capital invested in their busines s, most of 

which is with Japanese outside of San Francisco. 1124 

The number of curios and art goods importers engaged enti rely 

in wholesale trade in 1909 is also unknown, but many of t he re-

tailers imported their merchandise directly from Japan and operated 

wholesale trade on the side. The beginning of art good s stores 

in San Francisco has been noted. By 1904 the number had been 

increased to 40; by the close of 1909 to 42. 2 5 

The majority of these carry stocks of goods valued 
at several thousand dollars, and practically all of the 
patrons are white persons. The articles sold have never 
been carried in stock to any great extent by white 
dealers. In San Francisco there are, however, many 
Chinese stores of the same type, and the patronage is 
shared by these two Asiatic  r a c e s . 

In Seattle there were 8 art goods stores in 1900, 6 in  1905, 

and 12 in 1909• They were located in the shopping distric ts and 

patronized exclusively or almost exclusively by white per sons. 
% 1  • '  4 

24. Ibid.; p. ,206. 
25. TbTd., p. 208. 
26. Ibid. 
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this country from Japan recently, having signed up in  Japan and 

they worked in gangs almost as soon as they got off the bo at. 

They could not speak English so they had to do everything the 

Japanese boss told them to do. They signed for differen t gangs 

and a lot went to work on the railroad and farms and woul d come 

back to a hotel in San Francisco during the winter to rest. A 

lot of times the Japanese boss told them what hotel to stay and 

got a share of the profits for bringing business to the ho tels. 

There was a lot of exploitation, I think. 

I worked in this gang for three years, 1897 to 1900. We went 

all over the state of California. I picked fruit, dug p otatoes, 

cut beets and chopped wood by San Jose. Once I went to work on 

the railroad but it was too hard. In the last year I went to work 

for Mr. Minabe ! s gang and he was a better contract boss than some 

others because he did not try to squeeze all earnings fr om the 

workers. We made $24 per m o n t h . ( 

of w 

In the early years, until they had gained a foothold in t he labor 

\ r - ^ ' * 
olj t£at gas dominated  by"white and Chinese laborers,  g E .  underbidding 

'' jr  ' ••  -mB" 

as widely-practiced. r* 0nce  the foothold was established, how-
V 
¡> 

ever, wage scales for thfe Japanese were energetically boosted. 
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In Los Angeles there were 7 such stores in 1904 and 15 i n 1909. 

Some of these stores were also in thé^shopping districts.  A few 

of these stores were very large. Three of 6 stores inve stigated 

by the Commission had "a combined capital of #120,000 a nd with 

28 employees. 11 

The other 3 had a confined capital of #13,400 and 
had only 3 employees. White clerks, because of their 
superior knowledge of English, were employed in additio n 
to Japanese in 3 of the stores. These were paid #65, 
#54, (2) #43, #35, and #30 per month without board and 
lodging. Three Japanese women were paid #43, #26, and 
#22 per month, respectively, without board or lodging. 
The remaining 22 Japanese employees were paid wages pe r 
month as follows: Three #75, seven É50, four $45, five 
#40, one #35, one #30, and one #25. 27 

The operation of art goods stores was a lucrative business 

in terms of the small capital invested. The volume of bu siness 

of some 84 stores in California, according to the Japanese-

American Yearbook, was #917,250 in 1908-1909, as against 

#420,470 invested,28  0 r an average intake of #10,920 as against 

#5,006 invested. These stores competed mainly with Chine se shops 

and only incidentally with some white stores which hand led 

Oriental art goods. 

Among the branches of personal service that were started 

for "American trade, 11 the Japanese made noteworthy progress in 

the restaurants serving American meals, the laundry b usiness, 

shoe repairing, cleaning and dyeing, and in some cities th e barber 

trade. The historical events around the growth of Japanes e-

operated restaurants and laundries in San Francisco are mos t 

significant, for the first public agitation against the J apanese 

27. Ibid.. pp. 233-234. 
28. TFTd., p. 101. 



competition in these fields marked a pattern that was later 

followed elsewhere» As will be seen, in some branches wher e 

such agitation was Intense, a recession of Japanese holdi ngs 

took place, or at least their expansion was checked, wh ile in 

others where it was ineffective, their progress was nonet heless 

slow. 

In San Francisco  w the number of Japanese restaurants serving 

American meals was small previous to 1906. As late as 190 4 there 

were only eight. Following the fire of 1906, however, n umerous 

restaurants were opened in the district of the city devasta ted by 

the fire, bringing the total number to more than 30. These were 

all  1  cheap 1 eating houses charging from '15 cents up* for meals. 

Most of them were small in scale. The size of these establi shments 

is indicated by that of the five that were investigated by the 

Commission in 1909. 

Two were conducted by the proprietors with one employee 
in each case, another with two employees, a fourth with 
three, and only one with as many as eight. The annual 

fross receipts varied between $4,000 as a minimum and 
20,000 as a maximum, the monthly rent between #25 and 

$200. The annual profit realized varied between $600 a nd 
#2,600. 30 

Their competition was mostly with third and fourth class wh ite 

restaurants in the "low class 11 districts. Since the most salient 

rationale used against the Japanese competitors was the w orking 

standards of their employees, special attention will be gi ven to 

the subject. The Commissions report on the 20 persons, al l of 

whom were Japanese, employed In the five restaurants ment ioned 

29. Ibid., p. 200. 
30. T F H . , p. 201. 
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above, was a s follows: 

Two cooks were paid $50, a third $35 per month; 
3 "cooks* helper, 11 $35 per month; 8 waiters, $35$ 
2 waiters and 1 waitress, $30; and 1 waiter employed 
"part time" (ten hours per day), $15 per month; and 
2 dishwashers $30 and $25 each, respectively, all with 
board and lodging. Of those employed full time, 12 work -
ed twelve hours per day and eighty-four hours per week; 
7, thirteen hours per day and ninety-one hours per week. . . . 

The Japanese employees are all provided with lodging 
in rooms in the rear of the restaurants. In all but one 
of the establishments investigated the agent of the Co m-
mission inspected the lodgings and found them to be ade quate 
and satisfactory, save in one instance, where the room o ccu-
pied was poorly furnished and inadequately lighted an d 
ventilated. The lodging provided is worth $4 or more per 
month.31 

These wages of Japanese employees were lower than the un ion 

scale by some 20 per cent or more. The majority of the emp loyees 
4 

in white restaurants  were  not union members and accepted wages 

lower than the union scale. The significant discrepancy is f ound 

only in the fact that the Japanese employees worked much longer 

hours. 

The number of laundries operated by Japanese in San Francis co 

was reported as 8 for 1904 and as 18 for 1908. All these were 

"hand laundries" except one. The Commission's investigati on of six 

laundries, excluding the one steam laundry, revealed t hat 

the amount of capital invested . . . varied from $1,000 
to $3,200, the number of employees from 6 to 37, the 
amount of gross receipts from $9,000 to more than $15,000 , 
the amount of profit realized from $1,200 to $6,000 per 
year. 

All the employees in the Japanese-operated laundries wer e 

Japanese. 

Of the 89 employed in the 6 laundries investigated, 
82 were adult males, 7 adult females. They all received 

31. Ibid. 
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I board and lodging in addition to wages. The wages per 
month for males varied from $15 to $50, for females from 
$15 to $21 per month. The median wage for those of the 
male sex was $30, the average $28.90 per month. . . . 

These wages are for*days varying in length. . . . 
The hours normally worked were found to be ten per day 
and sixty per week in one establishment, eleven per da y 
and sixty-six per week in three, eleven and one-half per 
day and sixty-nine per week in one, and twelve per day 
and seventy-two per week in the sixth. . . • 

As stated above, all of these employees receive 
board and lodging in addition to wages. The agent of the 
Commission found the food provided at the laundries in-
vestigated to be satisfactory, both from the point of v iew 
of quality and quantity. The cost per employee averag ed 
$8.50 per month at the laundries investigated, and with 
regard to lodgings, which are in the structures housing 
the business, each married couple was provided with a 
separate room, while two or three single men were 
ordinarily assigned to one room. In one instance, how-
ever, all of the men . . . were sheltered in one large 
room serving as a b u n k h o u s e . . . . 

Occasionally, however, the lodgings were deficient 
in one or more respects. In one case the two rooms were 
not well cared for, and the ventilation and lighting wer e 
poor. In another instance the rooms were crowded and 
not well cared for. In a third case 10 men were given 
lodging in three small rooms, which were in disorder, 
poorly lighted, and poorly ventilated. The lodgings in 
the remaining three cases were on the whole satisfacto ry, 
though in one of these eight single men lived in one large 
room arranged as a  b u n k h o u s e . 5 2 

Almost all "hand laundries 11 in San Francisco were operated 

by either Japanese, Chinese, or French people. The working c on-

ditions in the Japanese laundries probably compared fa vorably 

with those in the Chinese laundries, although no data ar e avail-

able for the latter. In the French laundries, however, the hours 

of work per day and per week were somewhat shorter and the  wages 

slightly higher than in the Japanese laundries. The disc repancies 

become much greater when a comparison is made with the w orking 

conditions in the steam laundries, which were operated exc lusively 

32. Ibid., p. 190. 
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by the whites and were thoroughly unionized. The Commissio n 

found that the standard work week at the end of the yea r 1909 

was forty-eight hours, and all overtime was paid at th e rate of 

"time and a half. 11 The average wage for the males In the steam 

laundries Investigated by the Commission was #69.74 per mon th; 

that for the females $44.33 per month; the average mont hly wage 

for both sexes combined was $53.94.  5 

The Japanese competed directly with the French  tt hand laundries" 

and the white steam laundries and charges were made agains t them 

that the lower standards for their employees and their will ingness 

to take less profit enabled them to resort to the unfair pr actice 

of undercutting prices. It was true, according to the f indings 

of the Commission, that 

their prices have been somewhat lower than those of the 
French laundrymen and these in turn, on certain article s, 
lower than those of the steam laundrymen . . . . By 
locating in residence districts, where their shops are 
convenient for patrons, and by collecting laundry from 
all parts of the city and doing the work at lower rates 
than others the Japanese have gained their . . . position. 54 

The white workers, mostly trade union members, also com-

plained of the competition. They argued that the lower w age scale 

and the longer working hours of the Japanese employees would 

seriously undermine the higher working standards of the wh ite 

laborers. Strong support came from the traditionally an ti-

Oriental organizations, and complaints against Japanes e competition 

were fused into an overall anti-Japanese movement on a  large scale. 

Early and serious trouble developed during the labor strif e 

33. Ibid., p. 191. 
34. TbIg. t  p. 193. 
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year, 1906, In San Francisco, the center and one of the peak 

years of anti-Japanese agitation, involving Japanese- operated 

restaurants. An anti-Japanese organization had protes ted that 

many white laborers, including some union members, were  patron-

izing these restaurants. Many trade unions had had laws 

prohibiting their members from catering to Japanese or Chinese 

places of business. The complainant 

requested the labor organizations to enforce the penalt ies 
imposed by their rules for violations of the prohibition 
mentioned. Among the unions at the meetings of which th e 
members wera urged or directed to refrain from patronizin g 
the Japanese restaurants was that of the cooks and wai ters. 
A boycott was kept in force by this organization from 
October 3 to 24, 1906, and the destruction of property of 
the proprietors of restaurants by rioters followed pea ce-
able appeals to patrons by the representatives of the or -
ganization. The appeal took the form of a label bearing 
the words "White men and women, patronize your own race." 35 

As a result, some of the proprietors suffered serious loss because 

of destruction of property or loss of their patrons or b oth. By 

1909 the number of Japanese-conducted restaurants servin g American 

meals in San Francisco had decreased to 17, two of which, h owever, 

catered to Japanese patrons. 

The agitation against Japanese laundries in San Francisc o was 

more systematic and of long duration. It resulted from the  efforts 

of some Japanese to establish mechanized plants which would create 

Japanese competition in the operation of the then whi te-monopolized 

steam laundries. Fear was expressed that  tt if their establishments 

were equipped with modern machinery while maintaing thei r lower 

wage scale and working longer hours their competition would become 

a serious matter.' 136  In 1908 the "Anti-Jap Laundry League n was 

35. Ibid., p. 200. 
36. IFIcT., p. 193. 
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formed at the direction of the Laundry Drivers 1 Union, and under 

it the proprietors of steam laundries, the laundry work ers, and 

the drivers were brought together. Proprietors and emplo yees of 

French laundries were persuaded to become due-paying af filiates. 

The drivers had an especial interest in this move, for, because 

of their compensation on a commission basis, they would  feel the 

Japanese competition directly. These drivers had their ro utes 

and collected laundry which they delivered to their resp ective 

laundries, paying them for doing the work. 

The campaign of the league against the Japanese 
laundries has been conducted along two general lines — 
one directed toward reducing the number of their patron s, 
the other toward preventing them from obtaining supplie s 
and becoming equipped as steam laundries. To accomplish 
the former object, to reduce the number of patrons, agent s 
have followed Japanese collectors and reported the names 
of patrons, who have then been corresponded with and 
personally visited and an appeal made to them to patron-
ize laundries conducted by and employing the white race.' 57 

In case a same customer was reported patronizing a Japan ese laundry 

for the second time, a much stronger letter was sent to h im. 

Billboard advertising, making an appeal along the same 
lines, has also been resorted to, while the cooperation 
of organized bodies, and especially trade unions, has bee n 
sought. At the same time the league has been active in 
preventing the granting of necessary permits to Japane se 
to operate steam laundries, and by appeals or by threat 
of boycott the cooperation of some of the supply men ha s 
been gained, with the result that difficulty has been 
experienced by some of the Japanese proprietors in secur-
ing supplies needed. 

Japanese interests in the laundry trade were injured by 

37. IbId.  »  p. 194. 
38. TBid. pp. 196-197. One of the billboard posters menti oned 
here, read: 

Foolish woman! 
Spending your,man's 
Earnings on Japs• 
Be fair, patronize 

Your Own. 
We support you. 
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organized hostility, and not until ant  1-Japanese  agitation 

abated, though temporarily, during World War I could they make 

a noticeable recovery, although the business remained no minally 

profitable in spite of the difficulties. 

In Seattle, in comparison, the Japanese were able to ma ke 

better progress in these branches of business where they competed 

with the whites, although some sporadic periods of oppo sition 

occurred. As will be seen later, this progress was proba bly 

accounted greatly by the fact that Seattle was a compara tively 

new city, its population having begun to grow rapidly onl y since 

the Alaskan gold rush and the establishment of direct ste amship 

line connections with the Orient and elsewhere, and th e trade 

union movement had not yet gained its strong foothold. The 

number of the Japanese restaurants serving American mea ls had 

increased to 10 by 1900, 20 by 1905, and 36 by 1909.  H Many of 

gk them are small, having a capital of from $1,000 to $4,000 

invested and with seating capacities for from 35 to 60 o r 70 

persons. Some . . . are located near the poorer shopping  dis-

tricts, others near industrial  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s . " 3 9  Most served 

meals ranging in price from 10 to 15 cents principally to non-

Japanese patrons. Of 9 of these restaurants investigated by  the 

Immigration Commission in 1909, one had 12 employees, two 8 em-

ployees, three 6 employees, one 5 employees, two 2 emplo yees or 

l e s s . T h e wages of these workers were similar to those received 

by workers in the Japanese restaurants in San Francisc o, although 

39. Ibid., p. 283. 
4 0 . 1 5 1 3 . , p . 3 8 3 . 
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considerably lower than those received by white employe es in 

the non-Japanese restaurants. * Annual net profits of th ese 

9 restaurants ranged from $5,400 and $4,800 each for the t wo 

largest, respectively, to $540 and $570 for the two sma llest. 

Their competition was with "cheap" restaurants of the "q uick-

lunch" variety. The Japanese had advantages in the low wages they 

paid their employees and the smaller profits with which the y were 

satisfied. There was some agitation against the Japanes e 

restaurants, and many of the unions resolved that the ir members 

should not patronize them, and "in some instances penaltie s are 

imposed when they do. Yet the effect is evidently not great, f or 

many union as well as nonunion men are numbered among the p atrons," 

The lower prices charged and, in most cases, the cleane r places 

seemed to have been "sufficient to attract many white patrons in 

spite of the odium attaching among certain classes to pat ronizing 

Japanese restaurants. 

Likewise, Japanese holdings in the laundry trade in Seattl e 

grew faster than in San Francisco. There were 20 establ ishments 

in 1905 and 37 in 1909. Most of these were small, 21 bein g 

connected with Japanese bathhouses and washed few cloth es other 

than those left by those who took baths. With the remaini ng 

16 laundries, some large, others small, the white laundrie s com-

peted. Of the six that the Commission investigated, the largest 

had a capital of $15,000 invested and a net annual profi t of 

$3,000, while the smallest a capital of $300 invested and a  net 

41. IbJLd., p. SJ&S.284. A few white waitresses employed by the 
&2x Japanese received prevailing wages for the whites. 
42. Ibid. t  p. 383. 
4 3 .  T F I 3 . , p .  2 8 4 . 
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annual profit of $600. The number of workers In the Japane se 

laundries ranged from more than 40 persons to none; if fou r large 

steam laundries were excluded, the remaining 12 were "f or the 

most part *hand laundries,* employing on the average 8 persons 

each." 4** These workers, as in San Francisco, received regu lar 

wages in addition to board and lodging. They worked gen erally 

eleven or eleven and one-half hours per day and sixty-s ix or 

sixty-nine hours per week« "Their wages (per day) are n ot very 

different, but the wages per hour of the white women are con -

siderably higher. . . . The wages per day of Japanese In the 

higher occupations are less than those paid white men d oing the 

same kind of work. . . . It follows, therefore . . . the labo r 

cost in the Japanese laundries is less than in the laun dries con-

ducted by their competitors 

Most of the white laundries in Seattle were large, one of 

these, for instance, had a capital of $150,000 invested and a 

gross business of $182,000 for 1908-1909. 47 They felt Japanese 

competition most in the work done for hotels, restaurant s, 

saloons, and barber shops, where the Japanese had resort ed to 

undercutting prices and had been most successful in secu ring 

business. There had been some feeling "among laundry prop rietors 

in favor of effecting" some measure to curb the increase of 

The "Anti-Jap Laundry League" of San Francisco made some e ffort 

to organize a similar group in Seattle, but, up to t he time of 

44. Ibid.. p. 383. 
45. Ibid., p. 278. 
46. Ibid., p. 280. 
47. Ibid., p. 383. 
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the Commissions investigation, no concrete moves had be en 

successful enough to affect the Japanese business. 

The restaurant trade in Los Angeles was similar to that o f 

tbe two c , l t 1 ® Ü L J & I J v e and was growing with little or 

no opposition from the non-Japanese operators. The numbe r of 

Japanese restaurants serving American meals was report ed as 21 

In 1904, and 25 in 1909. These were all small, located i n "low 

class 11 districts, serving meals for 10 cents or for  11 15 cents 

and up. 11 Except those designed to cater to Japanese, their 

patrons were generally composed of white laborers, large ly foreign-

born, Negroes and Mexicans.  11 A few conducted by the proprietor 

and his wife without other assistance; the largest has 11 employ-

ees. The average number of persons employed by the propri etor (who 

is frequently first cook) is about five. 1' The wages of these work-

ers were about same as those found in other cities, with a s imilar 

arrangement of "living in" system, although they were lowe r than 

the pay-scale for the white restaurant workers. The Japa nese 

competition was felt by white entrepreneurs only in the di stricts 

where Japanese establishments were located. The invest igator of 

the Immigration Commission, however,' found that the Ja panese 

served better meals In cleaner places than their competitor s in 

the same district. 48 

In Los Angeles there were only two small laundries in 1904 , 

but the number increased to seven in 1909. These laundrie s, 

except two, employed only a few persons each; and the lar gest two 

employed 20 and 23 persons, respectively. "These laundri es have 

48. Ibid., pp. 229-230. 
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little In the way of equipment. In fact, they do 'hand work ' almost 

exclusively and send most of the household linen delivered to them 

to the white steam laundries to be done at »family fla t work 1 

rates.* 49 

The substantial majority of their patrons were non Japane se, 

and their profits were fairly lucrative. The growth of th e Japa-

nese laundry trade was subsequently hampered by the inf ormal 

restrictive practices of the white laundrymen who feared th e 

potential strength of Japanese competition as seen in o ther Coast 

cities. "In May, 1909, the Laundrymen's Association, a l oose 

organization of which practically all of the white laundr y 

proprietors are members . . . adopted a resolution provid ing that 

no member of the association should accept any work from Japanese 

laundrymen. There is also a 'gentlemen's agreement' betwee n the 

laundrymen and the laundry machinery supply houses to th e effect 

that the latter shall not furnish equipment of any kind to the 

Japanese."^ The Japanese thus faced these obstacles i n addition 

to the prevalent anti-Japanese sentiment of the public, a nd their 

J holdings in the trade were denied normal expansion. 

In the branches of personal service where the competitors o f 

Japanese were of first generation immigrant groups and no t or-

ganized, the Japanese were able to hold their own, even i n cities 

such as San Francisco where public sentiment against them was 

strong and the trade unions firmly entrenched. The Japan ese 

cobblers are a good example. In 1909, "there were 72 Jap anese 

49. Ibid., pp. 227-228. 
50. Ibid., p. 228. 
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shops in San Francisco and at least 119 in other cities a nd towns 

of California. 1,51  All of these were operated on a small scale, 

and most by the proprietor alone. The Immigration Commis sion 

investigated seventeen of the Japanese cobbler shops in San 

Francisco and found that 

the amount of capital employed varied from #100 as a 
minimum to $400 as a maximum. Only 4 of 17 had an 
employee, and in each of these cases the 1 employee was 
an apprentice. . . . The gross receipts from the busi-
ness done, as reported, varied from $1,200 to $1,500 
per year. The net earnings of the 17 master journeymen 
varied from $40 to $80, and averaged $61.76 per month. 52 

There were several hundred, perhaps 1,000, cottier shops in 

San Francisco, and the majority of them were "of foreig n b i r th— 

German, French, Hebrew, and Italian craftsmen being con spicuous 

among them." The cobblers investigated by the Commission com-

plained, "almost without exception . . . of loss of busine ss and 

smaller earnings than they had formerly made, in some cas es less 

than one-half." The loss, however, was due to many causes, a nd 

the effect of Japanese competition applied only to som e cases. 

In these cases the agent of the Commission found that "the lower 

prices charged by the Japanese cobblers than by most of th eir 

competitors; together with the large number of Japanese sho ps 

recently opened in some blocks, had caused the business  and 

earnings of competing white cobblers to perceptibly dimi nish.  3 

It is to be remembered here that many of the cobblers de rived 

additional income from the operation of boarding houses f or 

^ domestic day workers. 

51. Ibid., pp. 197-198. 
52. TBTcL. p. 199. 
53. Ibid., pp. 199-200. 
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All the Japanese cobblers belonged to a well-knit organiz a-

tion of their own to eliminate cut-throat competition am ong them-

selves and to ward off pressure from nonjapanese compet itors. 

This "Japanese Shoemakers 1 Union" was formed in 1893, and its 

object was declared as "to promote a friendly association among 

the Japanese shoemakers, to provide means for their mutu al 

assistance, and to limit and to control competition am ong them-

selves. "  It was the forerunner of many tradewide associations 

that mushroomed among the Japanese afterward for the s ame object-

ives. Uniform scales of minimum, sometimes actual, pr ices to be 

charged for repair work were established. These prices were 

usually lower than those charged elsewhere. Membership f ees were 

regularly assessed and a "business fund 11 created. By 1909 the 

amount of the fund had reached $10,000 or more. The union ac ted 

as a collective purchasing agent for the members. It 

maintains a supply house in San Praneisco and several 
thousand dollars of the "business fund" are invested i n 
the stock of goods carried. Most of these goods are 
purchased from two firms in the East and are sold to the 
members of the organization at an advance of 10 per cent 
on the cost. The sales aggregate about #3,200 per month, 
or some #38,000 or #40,000 per year. . . . The part of 
the "business fund" not invested in the supply business 
is retained in the bank to serve as an "emergency fund." 

. . . Practically if not quite all of the Japanese 
engaged in the trade belong to this organization, which 
regulates the establishment and conduct of shops and 
stands ready to assist those in need of capital to conduct 
their business and those who meet with misfortune or are 
in distress. A journeyman member of the union must pass 
a test examination if he wishes to establish a shop within 
six months after gaining membership. An apprentice, after 
having served one year with a master journeyman, may esta-
blish and maintain an independent shop, but previous to 
doing so must have passed an examination. In opening 
shops, however, no two shall be located within 1,190 fee t 
of each other. A member of the union opening a shop in a 
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locality where no Japanese shop Is in existence may be 
assisted by the organization by a loan of money not to 
exceed $50 in  a l l . ° 4 

Like these cobblers, the Japanese in suit cleaning and pre ss 

ing businesses 5w%re able to establish a foothold without meeting 

strong or organized opposition. In most major cities on  the 

Coast they competed with small shops operated by Europea n immi-

grants, but their expansion was rapid. In San Francisc o, for 

instance, there were 15 of these shops in 1904, but by 1909 had 

•  55 

increased to 52. In Seattle there were  12 in 1905, and 45 in 

1909; 56 in Los Angeles,  2  in 1904, and 16 in 1909. 57 Almost all 

these shops were operated on a small scale. The shops i n San 

Francisco were typical. Scattered throughout the city, although 

more greatly concentrated in and around the Japanese "co lony, 11 a 

large percentage of the trade came from white persons. Mo st of 
these shops had 

from 1 to 3 employees at work. A very few have as many 
as 5 persons employed, but a much larger number are con-
ducted by 1 man or a man and wife or by 2 or 3 partners, 
without the assistance of any persons employed for wages . 
Of 7 typical shops,  2  were conducted by the proprietor 
without assistance, 3 by the proprietors and 1 employee 
each, 1 by 2 partners and 2 employees, and 1 by the em-
ployer and 5 employees. Some shops . . . have no more 
than $>120 to #400 invested in them, while the larger 
shops in which tailoring as well as the cleaning and 
other work . . . is carried on represent an investment 
of #2,000 or more. The rent per month paid in 7 eases 
varied from #10 as a minimum to $65 as a maximum, but 
in only 1 of the 7 cases did it exceed #25. . . . The 
shops doing repairing, cleaning, dyeing, and pressing 
only reported gross earnings varying from #360 to #1,500 
per year. 5® 

54. Ibid., p. 198. 
54a. Some Japanese cleaners conducted dressmaking or t ailoring 
services or both at the same time, but the suit cleaning b usiness 
catered mostly to white patrons and remained more Impor tant than 
the others. 
55. Ibid., p. 205. 
5 6 .  T 5 T d . , p . 2 8 1 . 

5 7 .  1 5 1 5 . ,  p . 2 3 1 . 

58. TïïTcC.. p. 205. 
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In cities where agitation against Japanese competition was 

weak and Ineffective, such as In Seattle in the early years 

and Los Angeles in more recent years, the Japanese were  able to 

expand into new fields that were closed to them in citie s like 

San Francisco, Among the branches of personal service,  hotels, 

lodging houses, and barber shops serving non-Japanese pa trons 

in Seattle are good examples. In 1909 there were altoget her 72 

hotels and lodging houses. The Commissions Investigator  found 

that two or three of these establishments catered exclu sively 

to white laborers. In about one-half of the others as man yias 

10, 15, or 20 per cent of the roomers were white. One of th e 

larger establishments was  w in the basement of a large brick 

building. The room is undivided and has 150 cots which let for 

15 cents per night. Another is in a building formerly use d as  a 

skating rink and 1 s of the same character as the one Just des -

cribed, The business was fairly profitable, one of such  places 

reporting to the Commission  fcfeai  a capital investment amounting to 

$3,500 and a net profit of #1,200. 60 

There were 12 barber shops in Seattle in 1900; 35 in 1905 ; 

64 in 1909. "Most of them are carried on in connection with b aths 

or pool rooms or laundries. Usually the capital employed is not 

in excess of #800. Frequently the barbers are only the p roprietor 

and his wife, and of 64 shops only 4 have more than three or four 

'chairs.' The total number of barbers Is 143. The rent paid 

seldom exceeds #90 per month, and In one instance it is onl y $15. 

. . . Of ten Japanese shops investigated . . . white persons 

59. Ibid./ 288. 
60. Ibid., p. 385. 
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® (largely laborers) constitute perhaps two-thirds of  their 

patrons." 6^ The Japanese barber shops charged lower prices and 

this not only caused a lower union scale In many white b arber 

shops, but in some instances drove their white competi tors out 

of business. 

In contrast, only the beginning of hotel and lodging busi ness 

patronized by white persons in Los Angeles was noted in 19 09. 

Among some 100 Japanese-operated establishments, "only  2 of some 

30 known to the agents /of the Immigration Commission/  a n y 

white patrons, and in those instances they constituted for one 

20 per cent and the other only about 1 per cent of the tot al 

number. 1162  The number of Japanese-operated barber shops, on the 

other hand, had been increasing rapidly from 18 in 1904 to 44 in 

1909. As in Seattle, almost all these were small shops,  tt the 

majority with two chairs, the proprietor being assisted b y his 

wife or one employee. 11 They were 

freely patronized by other races as well as by Japanese, 
the proportions of the various races depending largely 
upon the character of the population residing or working 
in the immediate vicinity of each shop. . . . These 
races other than Japanese include some negroes and 
Mexicans as well as white men, chiefly foreign born. 
The Japanese proprietors are making very good profits. 
The profits of the 8 from whom data were obtained varied 
between #600 and #1,080, and averaged #832.50 for the 
year 1908. The capital invested varied from #300 to 
#2,000 per  s h o p . 6 3 

With respect to retail and wholesale trades for white patron-

age, opportunities for the Japanese in San Francisco were very 

limited, with the exception of art goods stores, already m ention-

ed, and the florist business. The latter business grew 

61. Ibid.. p. 282. 
62.iFidT, p. 235. 
63. Ibid., pp. 226-227. 

• • • 
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incidental to the flower-growing and nursery Industry whi ch the 

Japanese had successfully developed in the San Francisc o Bay 

Area.  f, By 1906 there were some fifteen nurseries, mostly loc ated 

In the Oakland district; these were engaged In the growing o f 

roses, carnations, and chrysanthemums. 1164  The growers brought 

their products to San Francisco for wholesaling. The Ch inese 

and the Italians, however, dominated the industry, and in 

association with the white retail  florists,  who also feared the 

potential threat of Japanese expansion, tried for many y ears to 

drive the Japanese out of business. Capitalizing on prevai ling 

antI-Japanese sentiment, boycott of Japanese products w as urged 

and malicious propaganda used to further incite ill-feel ing. 

Some Japanese were violently a t t a c k e d . T h e y were able to ho ld 

their own, however, because they controlled some of t he varieties 

in demand, and their products brought In good profits.  In order 

to solidify their position, the Japanese growers forme d an 
in 

association and rented a building/the city, where they s old their 

flowers to retailers. This was the forerunner of other p rosperous 

cooperative wholesale flower markets operated by the Ja panese on 

the West Coast. 

In Seattle the expansion of Japanese holdings in the groc ery 

trade for non Japanese patronage was noteworthy, althoug h not 

without struggle. There were 16 Japanese-operated grocer ies in 

1905 and 26 in 1909. 

They are all located In the district in which the Japa-
nese immigrants live, and the effects of their competiti on 

64. Ichihashi, op.  cit.  t  p. 202. 
65. The Japanese Association of America, Zaibei Nippon -hln Shi, 
pp. 212-213. 
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are limited to the competing stores in that part of the 
city. 

In this part of Seattle there are many small stores 
conducted by Italians, Greeks, and Serbians, and some by 
natives and north European immigrants. The few large 
stores are conducted by the latter classes only. The 
Japanese stores are all small, the capital of nine from 
which complete data were collected by an agent of the 
commission aggregating only $19,200, or a little more 
than $2,000 each. Their annual transactions aggregated 
$96,800. am average aT a little less than $11,000. The 
rents paid by eight of the nine proprietors aggregated 
$3,964, or an average of about $495.50 per year. 

The small shops . . . conducted by Italians, Greeks, 
and Austrians are patronized very largely by persons of 
the same race as the proprietory. Pew of the south 
European immigrants of this district trade elsewhere th an 
with their countrymen. Nor do these grocers receive much 
patronage from the other races. . . . And on the other 
hand, the business done by the Americans, north Europe ans, 
and Japanese with these classes is not of much greater 
importance. The vast majority of the Japanese and  a  con-
siderable proportion of the natives and north European 
Immigrants trade with the Japanese grocers. . . . If the 
size of the stores is taken into consideration, it would 
seem that something less than three-fifths of the patron-
age was by others than Japanese. This patronage by wh ite 
persons is explained partly by the fact that the stores 
may be the nearest, partly by the fact that the Japane se 
sell some goods, such as rice, at lower prices than their 
competitors. The increasing number of Japanese provisi on 
stores, with their large percentage of white patrons, h as 
rather seriously affected the business of white grocers 
not dependent upon their own countrymen for most of their 
trade 

White grocers became alarmed and made many unsuccessfu l 

attempts to rid themselves of Japanese competition. In 1914, for 

example, the Retail Grocers' Association exerted effectiv e pressure 

on wholesale grocers who agreed to refuse accounts to Japa nese 

grocers. The boycott seemed to succeed "until it became e vident 

that the Japanese stores would secure the necessary stock s of 

goods from wholesale grocers in Tacoma and elsewhere. Th e plan 

66. Ibid., pp. 285-287. 
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to boycott was then abandoned. The opposition, however, had not 

ceased. It has only failed to find a practical method of b ecoming 

effective. 1167 

Japanese businessmen on the Pacific Coast,dependent on  general 

patronage, thus met many obstacles, sometimes insurmoun table> 

between 19 00  and 19 of.  Greater progress was made, however, for 

the corresponding years in businesses designed to meet t he wants 

of fellow countrymen. Business of the latter type expa nded most 

rapidly in San Francisco and Seattle because of their reg ional 

importance as ports of arrival and departure for Jap anese immi-

grants and as vital centers of Japanese labor supply. Inc reasing 

immigration and effects of social forces within and without their 

own communities created the demand and self-perpetuat ing factors 

for Japanese-operated Japanese-serving hotels, lodging  houses, 

barber shops, restaurants, bath houses and pool halls. Th e 

immigrant Japanese tended to cluster together among them selves 

and patronize establishments operated by their own raci al group, 

because of their language difficulty and desire to avoi d unaccustom-
% 

ed situations. Various forces from outside, viz., anti- Japanese 

agitation and discriminatory practices, tended to soli dify this 

in-group cohesion. Only limited areas were available to them 

for their shops and residences. As a rule they were not acc epted 

as guests at Caucasian-operated hotels, boarding and lo dging 

houses, were refused service in white barber shops and res taurants, 

and were denied the use of many recreational facilities . Thus the 

67. Millis, op. clt.. p. 78. 
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nucleus of "Japtown" or "Little Tokyo 11 was formed in a small, 

restricted area by Japanese-operated hotels, restauran ts, 

groceries, barber shops, etc. Around this nucleus dry g oods 

stores, jewelry shops, pool halls, drug stores, etc. usua lly 

developed. In " p m jnni  I I II IIITI n majority of the 545 Japanese-

operated establishments in San Francisco were designed to meet 

the needs of their own people. Among them were 35 hotels and 

boarding houses, and "possibly as many rooming houses," 68 18 barber 

shops, 13 bath houses, 13 men's furnishing stores, 7 jewel ry and 

watch repairing shops, 33 restaurants serving Japanese m eals, and 

20 or more pool halls. 69 Among retail establishments there were 

22 groceries dealing in Japanese provisions, 8 book store s, 

selling books in Japanese, stationery, and notions, 3 drug stores 

selling Japanese drugs and notions, 7 confectioneries, 4 fish 

markets, etc. Also significant was the presence of 3 verna cular 

dailies disseminating not only the news of Japanese commu nities, 

but also foreign news with emphasis on reports from Jap an.^ 

In Seattle, too, more than half of the 478 Japanese-operate d 

establishments catered almost exclusively to their cou ntrymen. 

In 1909 there were about hotels and lodging houses (abo ut 40 

of them were like private rooming houses with few room s), 26 bath 

houses, 7 jewelry and watch repairing shops, 51 restauran ts serv-

ing Japanese meals, and 25 pool halls. Among stores In the retail 

trade, there were 4 book and drug stores, 5 confectioneries , and 

5 fish markets. The 26 groceries and 46 barber shops, as alr eady 

stated, catered only to whites in some cases, and to Jap anese 

68. U.S. Immigration Commission, Reports, p. 202. 
69. Ibid., pp. 202-209. 
70. Ibid. 
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exclusively, or both in o t h e r s T h e r e were also three dal ly 

vernacular newspapers. 

In Los Angeles, too, businesses meeting the needs of the . 

Japanese expanded much more rapidly than others, especia lly 

after the rapid influx of farmers and farm workers begin ning 

about 1904. It is also noted that stores and shops classifi ed 

in the personal service field increased. In 1909 there were 

90 hotels and boarding houses, almost all serving Japan ese, 58 

restaurants serving Japanese meals, 26 bath houses, 33 p ool halls, 

and 44 barbers. In the retail fields, on the other han d, there 

were 27 Japanese provision and grocery stores, 8 book and dru g 

stores, and 2 men f s furnishing stores. 

In smaller cities in California, such as Sacramento, Fr esno,, 

and Stockton, the Japanese were mostly concerned with branches of 

business which dealt with their own people. As these c ities were 

centers for Japanese farmers and farm laborers, person al service 

establishments grew rapidly. For instance, in Sacrame nto 

approximately half of the 209 Japanese businesses in 1909 we re 

of a personal service nature; 26 barber shops, 7 bath hou ses, 37 

hotels and lodging houses, 6 laundries, 8 restaurants s erving 

American meals, 28 restaurants serving Japanese meals, 6  tailoring 

and cleaning firms. 173  In the cases of some of the barber shops, 

the restaurants serving American meals, and laundries, t heir, 

patrons included white, south European immigrants, or Ne groes, 

and the percentage of Japanese patrons varied. 

71. Ibid., p. 100. 
72. TFIH., p. 100. 
73. TbTcf. 
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It Is to be remembered that the tabulations of Japanese-

operated establishments contained some duplications, for some of 

them conducted more than one business at one location. For 

labor contractors, in addition to the employment agency , 
almost invariably conduct hotels or boarding houses as a 
further source of profit and as a means of assembling 
laborers, and frequently conduct provision and supply 
stores as well. Many of the restaurants serving Japan ese 
meals are carried on in connection with hotels and board-
ing houses. Billiard and pool halls and cigar stores are 
frequently connected with barber shops. Bath houses are 
usually connected with barber shops, small- laundries, or 
boarding houses. The selling of books and drugs is 
usually combined in one business or affiliated with othe r 
branches of business. . . . The job printing is more 
frequently than not carried on in connection with the 
publication of a newspaper or magazine.^ 

As . above, most of these establishments were small, 

employing comparatively little capital and few employee s. The 

operation and earnings of Japanese hotel keepers in Sa n Francisc 

is reported by the Immigration Commission as follows: 

Hotel keeping and contracting for labor are cTsely 
related. Indeed, each of the 12 "contractors" now in 
business in San Francisco is boarding-house keeper. In  /\ 
many cases the largest income is from the commissions 
charged . . . in these cases the keeping of the boarding 
house is more or less incidental to assembling a "gang" 
of laborers. One proprietor of a house of more than 30 

L rooms reported that his net income from the boarding . 
and lodging business was $1,000; from commissions from 
laborers supplied, #2,500. Another proprietor of a 
house of about the same size reported a net income of 
$600 from boarding and lodging, $1,600 from his other 
business, but chiefly from commissions paid by laborers 
for whom work was found. The proprietor of another 
establishment reported a total annual income of $1,700, 
$500 of which was derived from his commissions. Finally, 
the proprietor of a comparatively small establishment 
reported an income of $600 from boarding and lodging and 
$400 from his services as a "labor agent." 75 

example 

74. Ibid.; p. 101. 
75. Ibid., p. 204. 
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Prior to 1907, when many immigrants were arriving from 

Japan and the Hawaiian Islands, these hotel keepers had op erated 

very extensive businesses. Since the cessation of immigr ation, 

however, their profits had dwindled. Some of the larger hot els 

in San Francisco and Seattle were able to adapt themselves to 

the new trend of accommodating the departure of old resid ents and 

the arrival of wives and children to join their husbands and 

fathers. 

There were also other types of hotels operated by Japane se. 

There were a large number of lodging houses in Los Angeles, 

Sacramento, Fresno and elsewhere, with few regular gues ts, that 

provided room and board at low prices for transient agricul tural 

laborers. There were also boarding houses, as in Los Ange les 

and San Francisco for house-cleaners, gardeners, restaura nt 

employees, and others employed in the city. There were oth ers 

in larger cities that catered to regular boarders of the wh ite 

collar class. 

The operation of Japanese provision and grocery stores i s 

illustrated by the following account of the nine establish ments 

in Los Angeles that were investigated by the Immigration Com-

mission: 

These 9 were selected as typical of the larger number. 
It is noteworthy that 'of the 9 stores Investigated, 2 ha d 
been established in 1903, 3 in 1906, 1 in 1907, and 3 in 
1908. One employed a capital of #50,000, another #26,000, 
a third $7,500, a fourth #7,000. The amount of capital 
employed by the other 5 varied from #700 to #3,000. The 
amount of business transacted during the twelve months 
preceding the time of the investigation varied between 
$3,400 and #140,000, the total for the 9 establishment s 
being #423,400. . . . Four of the 9 establishments were 
so small that they were conducted by the proprietor and 
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his wife or by the partners engaged in the business. The 
other 5 employed from 1 to 12 clerks. Of the 25 clerks 
and drivers employed, all but 1 were Japanese. The 
salaries of 2 managers were $125 and #90 per month, 
respectively. Of 21 other male Japanese employees 3 
were paid #50 /2 #45, 3 |40, 9 #35, and 4 #30 per month, 
while 1 female was paid #25 per month — all with board 
and lodging. The 1 native white employee was paid #60 
per month»'® 

Most of thes e stores also hired salesmen to make regular 

calls and deliveries to Japanese farmers and farm labore rs in the 

outlying districts. Many of the Japanese grocery stores  in 

Sacramento, for example, served Japanese 

farmers and laborers "about Newcastle, Florin, the 
several towns along the Sacramento River, and elsewhere. 
This trade is an important part of the whole, for the 
"bosses" buy supplies in large quantities for the men 
who work under their controlV*' 

few available 

Growth in the/fields of trade which depended on a fixed 

number of customers reached its peak rapidly over a shor t span of 

years. Thus, as with their white competitors, the Japa nese resort-

ed to the undercutting of prices. In order to eliminate ha rmful 

practices and to regulate the opening of additional stores , they 

organized many tradewide associations for their mutual benefit. 

The cobblers* association in San Francisco, already desc ribed, is 

an example. There were many others; In San Francisco, for  instance 

"Japanese Hotel Keepers' Association," "Japanese Suit  Cleaning 

Union," "Association of Japanese Laundries of America";  in Sacra-

mento, "Japanese Barbers 1 Union," "Japanese Restaurant Keepers 1 

Association," etc. 

It can be stated in summary that the development of Japane se 

76» Ibid., p. 233. 
7$• Ibid.. p. 254. 
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business in Pacific Coast cities, since the early beg 4esing had 

been shaped largely by the social forces from without. The rapid 

influx of new Japanese immigrants and vigorous ant1-Jap anese 

agitation had given raison d'etre for self-sustaining, se gregated 

communities and for commercial establishments designe d to meet 

the wants of fellow countrymen. In 1909 more than half of t he 

Japanese-operated shops and stores were of this variety . Among 

the more numerous were stores dealing in Japanese prov isions, 

restaurants, hotels and lodging houses, barber shops, and p ool 

halls. The rate of expansion in these trades, therefore, de pended 

on the growth of Japanese population. In San Francisco  and Seattle, 

the chief ports of entry and departure, and in Sacrament o, the center 

for Japanese farming activities, Japanese stores for J apanese patron-

age expanded more rapidly. 
In fields where the Japanese competed with white entrepre neurs 

(^-KÄJL s J^ 

their growth was dot&rmineti by the degree of public host ility and 

the effectiveness of concerted opposition. Generally, trade unions 

and white entrepreneurs* associations formed spearhe ads for agitation 

to engender effective hostility against Japanese comp etitors. In 

an older stable city like San Francisco, where labor un ions were 

firmly entrenched, Japanese operations in competitive f ields were 

well curbed. Only in the laundry trade, the suit cleaning  business, 

and in shoe repairing could the Japanese hold their own, a lthough 

not without difficulty. In newer, faster-growing citie s like 

Seattle and Los Angeles, anti-Japanese opposition was wea ker and 

the Japanese could move into more diversified lines beyond the 

boundaries of  MJap Town. 11 In Seattle their expansion in service 

trades for general patronage, such as barber shops, laundr ies, 
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restaurants, and hotels and lodging houses, and in the grocery 

business, was particularly rapid, while in Los Angeles a b eginning 

in the same lines was noted. Another important branch wa s the 

operation of Oriental curios and art goods stores, in co mpetition 

with Chinese shops. However, the consumers 1 demands were of a 

special nature, and opportunities for expansion, ther efore, were 

limited, although shops around San Francisco f s "Chinatown 11 seemed 

to prosper. 

The Japanese business establishments were small, with com-

paratively few exceptions, employing on the whole little capital. 

They were more commonly conducted by the proprietors, or the 

proprietors and their wives, or with one or two employees. O nly 

in a small number of cases were five or more employed, an d they 

were almost invariably Japanese. Few white persons wer e employed 

by Japanese. Standards of compensation and working condit ions 

were inferior to those found in Caucasian-operated est ablishments. 

The Japanese employees commonly received lodging and boar d, but 

worked longer hours and received less money. 

In subsequent years the Japanese were able to strengthen 

their foothold in most branches of commercial and personal 

service trades, although in some lines recession was not ed. In 

1915, Millls observed that 

there has been some gain in number of establishments con-
ducted, in spite of a slowly decreasing number of adult 
Japanese in the country. The increase in capital and 
business transacted has been greater than the increas e 
in the number of establishments. The number of important 
shops has perceptibly increased and the number of smal l 
ones has not noticeably diminished. In places like 
Denver, Salt Lake City, Ogden, Fresno, and San Francis co, 
where the population has been almost stationary or has 
fallen off, many small establishments have become bank rupt 
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and little or no gain has been made. The restriction 
of immigration has seriously injured many lines of 
business in these supply centers. In Sacramento, Los 
Angeles, and Seattle, on the other hand, conditions 
have been more favorable and a very considerable ad-
vance has been made, especially in the larger places 
securing more or less "American trade. w, 78 

In those cities where no advance was made, the hostile 

feeling on the part of the Caucasian businessmen in gene ral 

seemed to have waned. In San Francisco, for instance, ov ert 

trade union^ activity against the Japanese competito rs subsided, 

although anti-Japanese sentiment remained unabated. Eve n the 

Anti-Jap Laundry League became less vociferous. The org aniza-

tion 

it is true, protests against underbidding, alleged bad 
sanitary conditions, and the like, as of old; but the 
main reason for the continued opposition is found in 
the feeling that the fight must be kept up because of 
an immigration problem presumed to be lurking in the 
background, if not in the fact that it makes jobs 
with salaries attached.*^ 

The expansion of Japanese holdings In the grocery trade  in 

Seattle, and restrictive measures taken by white grocers, have 

been described. A greater growth in all lines, however,  took 

place In Los Angeles. 

The number of establishments has increased by fully 
fifty per cent and the amount of capital invested and 
business transacted by perhaps two hundred per cent. 
While an increasing number of restaurants have been 
started in different locations to secure white patron -
age, most of East 1st Street and one or two cross 
streets, which several years ago were shared by others 
and the Japanese, are now occupied very generally by 
Japanese establishments. The general appearance of 
the community is much better than it was five years 

78. Millis, op. cit.  t  pp. 72-73. 
79. Ibid., p. 76. 
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ago. A number of the general stores are very good ones 
indeed, the barber shops have expanded in some cases fro m 
two to four or more chairs, two first-class tailoring 
establishments have appeared, two very good hotels have 
been erected and are patronized by others as well as by 
Japanese, and several of the boarding houses are in ver y 
good buildings and are well furnished. 80 

Some improvements in the living standards and the worki ng 

conditions were also noted by Millis, who wrote: 

The Japanese are living better than they did. The 
many women who have come have improved the housekeeping, 
while time has greatly changed the average man ! s standards 
than formerly obtained, and better than observed by most 
others in the same sections of these Western cities, has 
been made possible by better earnings. The wages paid in 
laundries, stores, and elsewhere are considerably high er 
than they were before the agreement made a difference in 
the number of new immigrants. And with this increase i n 
wages a great part of the advantage the Japanese once had 
in competing with other business men has been lost, and 
the Instances of underbidding have become comparatively 
few. Everywhere the prices charged by Japanese barbers 
were found to have come to the scale charged at the better 
white shops and to be higher than those charged at the 
poor shops conducted nearby by white immigrants 

The Japanese, too, enjoyed the general prosperity during 

World War I, but soon after its end anti-Japanese agitatio n that 

had remained dormant for the war years flared anew all o ver the 

Pacific Coast. That the enactment of the more stringent a lien 

land laws by western states forced Japanese retrenchmen t in 

farming has been mentioned. In menf̂ ip«*-! commercial act ivities 

many changes were brought about by various factors, such  as the 

stoppage of immigration by the Exclusion Law of 1924, ad verse 

policies of some city administrations, the appearance o f chain 

stores, etc. In San Francisco, according to Ichlhashl's ta bu-

lation, there were 647 establishments In 1929, an Increas e of 

80. Ibid., p. 74. 
81. Ibid., pp. 75-76. 
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some 100 since 1909, The largest increase was shown in th e 

cleaning and dyeing trade, from 52 to 114, and the larg est decrease, 

from 76 in 1909 to 23 in 1929, in the shoe repairing busine ss. 

The increase in the former trade is probably due to the  fact that 

it met little opposition from white competitors, that on ly small 

capital was needed to establish a shop, and that they could be 

operated profitably without hired help. The decrease in th e latter 

trade was "probably caused mainly by the* . . . rise of chai n shops, 

better equipped and better organized. The Japanese cobblers 

succumbed before the onslaught of chain systems as have oth er 
83 

small retailers in many lines." In branches of business for 

Japanese patronage, only slight changes were shown. 

By the end of 1939 the number of establishments in San 
84 

Francisco had declined to 538, a decrease of some 100. T he 

number of shoe repairing shops further dropped. The numb er of 

establishments which catered to Japanese patrons also dec lined. 
There were 35 hotels and lodging houses in 1939, as compa red to 

51 in 1909 and 46 in 1929, and many of them that had f ormerly, 

82. Ichihashi, op. cit., pp. 131-132. This total includes 9 photo-
graphers and 13 lawyers and interpreters. Tabulations of commercial 
establishments from Japanese-American Yearbooks shoul d not be inter-
preted too rigidly, for no two investigators would agree in the 
class ificatory standards. Discrepancy ¿¿for instance, wo uld arise 
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catered to new Immigrants and transients were now conver ted to 

accommodate more permanent lodgers. The number of groc eries 

dealing in Japanese provisions also declined from 30 to 1 7 in 'f^T^f*y. 

-the sama^pai^egU Among the branches of business for genera l 

patronage, only the cleaning and dyeing trade and the ar t goods 

business were able to hold their own, the former numbe ring 123 

and the latter 50. The number of laundries, for example, dec reased 
I 

to 13 in 194©, although many of them had recently installed  modern 

machinery. The number of restaurants serving American meals fell I 

to 16, only 4 of which were known to have catered to wh ite patrons. 1 
• i 

^H The number of art goods stores, on the one hand, showed a sl ight 

decline, from 54 in 1929 to 50 in 1^49. Business volume, howe ver, 

declined more than is shown in the decrease in the number of 

stores, especially after the outbreak of the China-Japa n war. 

The general public, sympathizing with the Chinese, tende d to avoid 

the Japanese stores, and the Chinese merchants in turn en couraged 

and enjoyed the informal boycott of their Japanese compe titors. 

A Nisei employed in one of the stores in Chinatown descr ibed the 

general sentiment in the following words: 

I knew that some kind of trouble was brewing in the 
Orient because 9 out of 10 Caucasian customers who came 
into the store asked us if we were Chinese or Japanese. 
I didn ! t know very much about the politics of the thing 
because I couldn't see where it related to me. When I 
was asked the question, that was the time when I felt 
awfully low. It was a strange feeling I had because I 

I ij  tjlasijIf vlriy;  aLoges that  Operated,  two or more ,businesses 
simultaneously.or firms engaged. in importing and export ing, as well 
as in wholesaling ana retailing. It is also true, as has°bee n 
pointed out earlier, that duplications could not be e liminated 
entirely. 
83. Ibid., p. 135. 
84. Tabulated from The Japanese American Directory. The Ja panese 
American Publishing Co., San Francisco, 1940. 
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didn't know exactly why I should be a 
ality. Usually I came right out and 
Japanese-American. . . . The owners 
friendly toward the Chinese merchants 
Chinese goods. But one thing I notic 
persons ever came to buy anything in 
because they resented Japan invading 
from about 1937 on. . . . There was 
tion between the Chinese and Japanese 
located right next to each other. 85 

sked of my nation-
said I was a 
of the stores were 
because they handled 

ed that no Chinese 
a Japanese store 
China. This was true 
quite a bit of competi-

stores as they were 

The situation became worse in the late thirties, and by 

1940 every Japanese store felt the effects of general ho stility. 

A Nisei explained that his employer instructed him "to tell the 

tourists that all of the goods were Chinese goods even th ough it 

was plainly stamped on the back »Made in Japan. 1* 

It was declining business as the tension in the 
Orient increased and the Americans became more sympatheti c 
to China. . . . The people of Chinatown were all excited 
about the war and they held many meetings and parades in 
order to get the Americans to donate to them. The 
Americans were sympathetic to China's cause so that it 
was okay. . . . Chinese merchants began putting signs 
in the window saying "This is a Chinese store. 1 . . . 
Even In those trying times there were still many 
Caucasians who did buy Japanese goods and they didn't 
seem to mind. The Caucasians who objected to Japanese 
goods never came into the store. It was rather un-
comfortable during those times because I never knew wha t 
they would say. . . . The Japanese goods were never put 
on exhibit in the windows because that might have cha sed 
the tourists away. The boss always instructed us to 
sell the Japanese goods to the customers when they came 
in tiough. Even the things which were imported from 
Japan began to resemble Chinese goods. 86 

"•¿•Sfcl 

we re koeia ivr* were iii111If111ifMjw personal 

Fa'noiiiio in 1940 a Va omEEEiwi - h owa tfofrfc. 
> A 

pgr (muff;  wòi u  " 

85. Case History No. 53, pp. 52-55. 
86.Ibid. 
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The number of Japanese engaged in wholesale, retail, and 

personal service (exclusive of domestic service) trades  in San 
V 

Francisco in 1940 was reported by the Census as 964, repr esenting 

37.4 per cent of the Japanese in all occupations in the  city. 

There were 128 in wholesale trade, 453 in retail trade, and 383 in 

OA 

personal services. The records, obtained in our sampling of 

WRA interview schedules, of evacuees from San Francisco throw a 

considerable light on the economic status of full-time workers. 
3 

The result of our sampling is compiled in Table 

1. In the previous chapter it has been noted that 38.1 per cen t 

of the Japanese in all occupations in San Francisco in 19 40 were 

in domestic service. 

2. See Chapter III, p. 

3. It has been stated in the previous chapter that for the pu rpose 

of sampling domestic workers in San Francisco, 44 volumes were 

first chosen from the complete set of 568 volumes of WRA i nterview 

records. For actual sampling, however, a set of 15 volum es were 

selected from these 44 volumes. In sampling those evacuees  from 

San Francisco in all occupations other than domestic s ervice, 

the first set of 44 volumes was used in order to obtain a lar ger 

number of records for analyses. Again, this sampling was limited 

to those who were evacuated from San Francisco, were bo rn in 1921 

or before, and worked full-time in San Francisco in Ap ril, 1940. 

(except domestic service). 
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Our sample contained 81 in wholesale trade, and 344 in 

A 
personal services, a total of 706. They were, in turn, co mprised 

distribution by nativity of these employers and employee s, while 

the distribution of the employees by their nativity and the 

Issei, i.e., -feS per cent, while only 5 per cent were Nisei , and 

10 per cent Kibei. The Issei and Nisei were, however, almost 
* 7 7 

equally numerous among the employees, the Issei cons tituting 

43 per cent, the Nisei 41 per cent, and the Kibei 16 p er cent. 

Japanese-operated establishments employed persons of their 

own ethnic group almost exclusively; white help was sel dom hired. 

Correspondingly, only a small number of Japanese obtaine d positions 

in Caucasian-operated establishments, and most of them w ere in 

menial jobs. In our sample, indeed, 85 per cent of all emplo yees 

worked for Japanese, and fewer than 10 per cent of Nisei and Kibei 

were employed by Caucasians. More than half of the more  numerous 

group of Caucasian-employed Issei were janitors, and the  next most 

of 254 entrepreneurs and 452 employees. Table shows the 

nativity of their employers is shown in Table 

V 
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TABLE 
EMPLOYMENT STATUS OP 706 JAPANESE IN SAN FRANCISCO, 
APRIL 1940, ENGAGED FULL-TIME IN WHOLESALE, RETAIL, 

AND PERSONAL SERVICE TRADES 
(  ¿^X<LxZfff~  ZPo  >-»7«  s7f c  Skj~VtC.ll) 

Proprietors Employees Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

Issel 215 84.7 193 42.7 408 57.8 

Nisei 13 5.1 185 40.9 198 28.0 

Kibei 26 10.2 74 16.4 100 14.2 

Total 254 100.0 452 100.0 706 100.0 

Source: IRA Form No. 26. 

« 



- 40E -

frequent place of employment was In restaurants. 

A few Japanese were hired by Caucasian firms which solic ited 

Japanese patronage, e.g., a clothing salesman for a mal l order 

house, and an automobile salesman. Rare, indeed, were the 

Japanese In the "better" positions in Caucasian stores;  among 

them were 4 Nisei girls who were typists and stenographer s, and 

2 Issei who operated as retouchers In photographic stud ios. 

Numerically the most important, according to Table , 

were the art goods business among the retail trade, and cl eaning 

and dyeing among personal services. Some 44 per cent of Japa nese 

of  Jotriisft'c  zs*v/cn) 
engaged in personal services^were found in the cleanin g and dyeing 

trade. Somewhat more than a half were proprietors, of whom 80 per 

cent were Issei. The employees were almost equally divide d between 

the foreign-born and the native-born. A large portion of t hese 

shops were operated by proprietors with the help of their f amily 

members. According to our sample, for example, a little ov er half 

of those reporting their earnings stated that they were fu ll-time 

family workers without pay. The others reported their monthly in-

come ranging from $40 to $200, and all except a few receive d $100 

or less per month. 
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Those engaged in the Oriental art goods business, in our 

sample, represented 42 per cent of the Japanese occupied  in retail 

trade. Of them, 19 per cent were proprietors, almost al l being 

Issei. The Nisei, on the other hand, were most numerous amo ng 

those employed, comprising 71 per cent of all Japane se employed 

in this trade. In fact, the art goods stores offered numer ically 

most employment opportunities for the Nisei; 59 per cent o f the 

Nisei employees in the various retail trades were hired  in 

these stores. Among the Nisei employees, the female outn umbered 

the male by 1.6 to 1. Half of them were salesclerks, whil e one-

fifth were managers and supervisors and another one-fifth were 

bookkeepers and typists. Their monthly earnings were meager except 

for those in managerial positions; most of the males and all of the 

females received $100 per month or less.^ 

1. Of the 67 Nisei employees, 61 reported their incomes wh ich are 
compiled in the following table: 

MONTHLY EARNINGS OP 61 NISEI (BORN IN 1921z0R BEFORE) 
EMPLOYED FULL-TIME IN ORIENTAL ART GOODS STORES, SAN FRA NCISCO, 1940 

Less than $50 
$50 - $74 
$75 - $99 
iflOO -
$150 - $199 
$200 - $249 
Unpaid family worker 

Source: WRA Form No. 26. 

Male Female 
0 3 
6 24 

10 8 
4 0 
2 0 
2 0 
0 2 

24 "37 
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The level of positions held by the Issei employees was 

higher, and their earnings were correspondingly more. Almost half 

of them were managers or supervisors and received $100 pe r month 

or more 

The educational level of those engaged in this business  was 

significantly higher than the average of Japanese pop ulation in 

America. For the Issei, only about one-fifth had faile d to go 

beyond elementary school, while all except a few of the Nisei were 

either high school graduates or college educated. 

1. Of the 25 Issei employed in art goods stores, in our sampl e, 10 

males and 2 females were managers and supervisors, while 3 males and 

2 females were salesclerks. Of them, 21 reported their earni ngs: 

2 received less than $75 per month; 6, more than $75 but les s than 

$100; 6, more than $100 but less than $150; 4, more than $150 but 

less than $200; 2, more than $200; and 1 was an unpaid fami ly worker. 

2. For the Issei, only 10 had failed to go beyond element ary school, 

14 had had some education in the Japanese equivalent of a hig h school, 

14 had graduated from high school, and 2 were college educ ated. Nine 

of these Issei had had additional schooling in this count ry ranging 

from three to ten years. Four other Issei had had no school ing in 

Japan, but 2 had been graduated from high school and the ot her 2jhad 

been educated in college in America. For the Nisei, onl y 1 had fail-

ed to go beyond elementary school, 5 had attended but had n ot finish-

ed high school, 42 had been graduated from high school, 10 had had 

some college education, and 9 were college graduates. 



- 43B -

Also significant was the fact that three out of four Nise i employ-

ees were born in the San Francisco Bay Area and only a few ha d 

come from southern California, suggesting that jobs in ar t goods 

stores, regarded as of "better 11 positions locally, were not • 

attractive enough to the outsider. 

'Working conditions in the art goods stores around 1940 

described by the Nisei quoted earlier in the following word s: 

j m W M J ^ ^ M ^ ^ ^ M M M M ^ ^ M M I -1 I gMMMBBBMBHra 
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There must have been around 200 or 300 Nisei working 

along Grant Ave. in the various art goods stores. It was f air-

ly easy for me to get a job on Grant Ave ¿^through a Nisei 

friend of mine who worked down there. The firm hired about 12 

Nisei and the highest paid in that group only got between $81 

and $100 a month after working for 5 years. All of them pu t 

in over 48 hours of work a week. I was employed as a stockb oy. 

We worked 8 hours a day in the stockroom for six days a we ek. 

The job was very monotonous. I started at $45 a month, but 

I didn't think of the wage at all. I was excited about my 

first job and I interpreted it as the first step toward a 

successful career. The months began to go by and during two 

years of this slave work I received only a $10 raise.  When I 

finally got up into the sales department I worked 10 hours  a 

day with only Sundays off. Actually I didn't get any increase 

in pay because I put in more hours. The only thing I got was 

an added prestige and a chance to meet some of the custome rs. 

I had to wear clean shirts every day so that my laundry b ills 

went up. Some of the other stores worked the Nisei 12 to 14 
* 

hours a day, especially around Christmas time. I know that in 

my company we were expected to work 16 hours a day during the 

Christmas season without any overtime. The boss would give us a 

small bonus for Christmas but the amount usually was qu ite 

small. I never heard of anyone getting more than one week 's 

salary for a bonus. They just expected us to put in this ove r-

time because it was supposed to be our duty to the store . 

Their Idea was that it was the employee's responsibility t o come 

to the aid of the company when it was busy. They certainl y had 

funny ideas about a worker's duty to the company. If anyo ne 

complained, they were branded as being disloyal and not t o be 

trusted by anyone. 

"T̂ Grant''  ive  ."  -is 'often i|sed  s  £&.onymou l̂y 
itown of san Francisco. " 
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I found out that the promotions did not come very 
easily and most of them were based upon favoritism. If 
the employer had a friend whose son was just out of 
college, they would give him the best opening available 
so that those of us who worked for months for that posi-
tion were just out of luck. I got pretty disgusted at 
the whole thing. Being stuck in a job like that was 
sure crummy and I don't see how I stood it. We couldn't 
complain about it very much because jobs were too scarce. 
I didn't have the gumption to quit as I was afraid that 
I could not find another job. The other Nisei along 
Grant Ave. were more or less in a rut so that they stayed 
on in their jobs until it was too late for them to try 
anything else. They griped all the time about how they 
were being exploited but they didn't do anything about 
it. The only compensation was that a Grant Ave. job 
among the Nisei had some prestige because it was white 
collar work. The Nisei preferred to do that than doing 
a laborer's job. They could have worked in domestic jobs 
for better pay but they didn't feel like going back to 
the same thing that their parents had gotten out of.®^ 

Another Nisei told of his experience in an art goods stor e 

as follows: 

The Christmas season was just starting, so I finally 
received a job as a clerk in one of the art goods stores 
on Grant Ave. I was supposed to put in 10 to 12 hours a 
day, 7 days a week for a salary of $50 a month. I didn't 
see the sense of working for such slave labors, so I 
attempted to talk some of the other Nisei boys into 
organizing a union. These Nisei were afraid to take 
such actions because their livelihood depended upon it 
and they did not think that it was proper to protest 
against an Issei employer, so they refused to take part 
in any organization movement. My employer heard of my 
activities and I was immediately dismissed. 

Working conditions in Japanese-operated establishment s in 

other fields were not any better. Conditions in a laundry in 

San Francisco are described by a Nisei in the followin g words: 
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In Los Angeles the Japanese in business made notable prog ress 

since the growth noted during Millis» investigation. In 1928, 

according to Kataoka's tabulation from Japanese directo ries, there 

were more than 1,700 establishments operated by Japane se. 92 By 

the end of 1939, the number had increased to approximatel y 2,200, 93 

A comparison of these data for 1928 and 1939 with those ob tained by 

the Immigration Commission for 1909 (Table ) reveals that 

increments were generally much greater in those branche s of business 

that catered to the general public than those designed t o meet the 
i 

needs of their own people. The greatest expansion of Japanese 

holdings took place in the fields of shipping, wholesali ng, and 

retailing of agricultural products, complementing th e rapid growth 

of Japanese enterprises in farming in central and souther n 

California. As early as in 1909, a Japanese source reports , there 

were in the Los Angeles wholesale produce markets sever al wholesale 

92.W.T. Kataoka, "Occupations of Japanese in Los Angele s," 

Sociology and Social Research. September-October, 1929, vol. 14, 

No. 1, pp. 52-58. 

93. Tabulated from The Rafu Shimpo Yearbook and Direc tory. Rafu 

Shimpo Sha, Los Angeles, 1940. 
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houses and a number of Japanese farmers from the hinterland 

selling their own farm products. 94 The number of Japanese-operat 

Q C 

wholesale establishments increased to 149 in 1939. Twen ty-two 

of them were "commission houses," which received fruit s and 

vegetables, mostly Japanese-grown, on consignment from f armers 

and sold them to retailers. Some of the larger houses were also 

engaged in sending and receiving carload lots to and from o ut-of-

state areas. There were also three firms which specialized in 

produce shipping, and 14 others which were engaged mostl y in 

jobbing, i.e., buying produce from other houses and se lling to 

r e t a i l e r s . M o s t of the others were in the inner courts of these 

wholesale markets, occupying stalls and operating in gene ral on 

94. The Japanese Association of America, op. cit., pp. 201 -205. The 

Immigration Commission did not report any of these firms in its 

findings. 

95. W.H. Kataoka reports that there were 38 "farm-pro duct agencies" 

in 1928 (op. cit.  ) .  It is interpreted to mean that they were com-

mission houses, shippers, and jobbers, Other wholesale produce 

dealers were evidently not included in this total. 

96. These figures obtained from the Rafu Shlmpo Yearbook are at 

® \ variance with the findings of the Tolan Committee. "Of the 167 f ruit 

and vegetable merchants in the 3 Los Angeles wholesale markets, as of 
December 6, 1941, 29 were Japanese-owned." (U.S. Congre ss, House. 
Select Committee Investigating National Defense Migrat ion. Fourth 
Interim Report, p. 120). 

m 
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98 
a smaller scale. Most of these stall merchants were those 

commonly referred to as "hauling men." who superseded th e earlier 

system whereby farmers themselves marketed their produ cts. The 

prevalent type of hauling man would live in an outlying a rea where 

Japanese farmers are concentrated. He would have a few he lpers, 

and would operate a fleet of trucks. In the evening the t rucks 

would make their regular rounds to the farms to gather  the day's 

harvest of fruits and vegetables. Late at night or early i n the 

morning the goods would be transported to the market, unl oaded in 

the stalls, and sold to retailers. They would then ch arge the 

farmers for cartage and commission. 

The number of retail fruit and vegetable stores, too, incr eas 

manifold since 1909, when it was reported as 20. In 1928, accord-

ing to Kataoka's tabulation, they numbered 203; in 1939, a ccording 

97. The Tolan Committee reports a higher figure. It sta tes, "of 

232 permanent stall operators in the open market yards, 134 were 

Japanese." (Ibid.) 
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98 
to our estimate, 309. 

There were other trades in which the Japanese in Los Angele s 

were active. Florists, for example, numbered only a few in 1909, 

but increased to 74 in 1928 and fell to 65 in 1939. There were 

only a few nurseries selling flower plants and shrubs e ither 

retail or wholesale in 1909, but there were 69 such esta blishments 

in 1928, and 97 in 1939. In branches of personal servic e the 

growth of Japanese interests in hotel and lodging operat ions, the 

98. The Raf u Shimpo Yearbook lists fruit and vegetable sto res and 

groceries combined as totaling 478. By separating the firm s listed 

into 1ste two groups,  i p  estimate/^that the former numbered 309 

and the latter 169. A higher figure is given in the stateme nt 

submitted to the Tolan Committee by Sam Minami, Busines s Manager, 

Junior Produce Club of Los Angeles. He estimated that there we re 

In Los Angeles County (including such cities as Long Bea ch, Santa 

Monica, Glendale, Pasadena, San Pedro) some 1,000 retail fruit and 

vegetable stores operated by Japanese in 1941. (U.S. Con gress. 

House. Select Committee Investigating National Defense Migration, 

National Defense Migration, part 31, p. 11,724.) Another Japanese 

source reported the number of fruit and vegetable stores i n Los 

Angeles in 1939 as 410. (The Japanese Association of America , 

Zalbel Nippon-.1 in Shi, p. 867.) 
.  A 

¡ S t e ä ' • i l l l f l - . : : 
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restaurant trade, and the cleaning and dyeing business wa s very 

rapid. In 1909 there were 90 hotels and lodging houses, only a 

few of which served white patrons. In 1928, however, the number 

had increased to 221; in 1939 to 361. A large majority of th em 

catered to white patrons." Gleaning and dyeing establish ments 

increased from 16 in 1909 to 68 in 1928, to 90 in 1939. The 

number of restaurants serving American meals was report ed for 

1909 as 25, for 1928 as 108, and for 1939 as 126. In additi on, 

the Japanese were able to gain a foothold in the restauran t trade 

serving Chinese meals and catered to white patronage, competing 

with Chinese-operated restaurants. These numbered 48 in 1928 and 

75 in 1939. 100  The number of barber shops, on the other hand, 

99. A corroborating statement was given by Sam Minami to the Tolan 

'Committee. (U.S. Congress, House. Select Committee In vestigating 

National Defense Migration, op. cit., p. 11,725.) In 194 1, he 

stated, there were 397 Japanese-operated hotels and apa rtments in 

Los Angeles County. Approximately 75 per cent of them c atered to 

the general public. Ninety per cent of them were located in metr o-

politan Los Angeles. 

100. Sam Minami stated that there were in 1941 some 350 J apanese  -

operated restaurants and cafes. "Approximately 80 per cen t of these 

Japanese-operated restaurants and cafes cater to the Am erican public. 

The majority of these cafes and restaurants are locate d near 
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increased from 44 in 1909, to 107 in 1928, but decreased to  60 in 

1939. 

In the twenties there were many shops which catered to  non-

Japanese, among whom Mexican Americans and Negroes were the more 

prominent, but by the thirties most of them had disappear ed, and 

the shops had to depend mostly on Japanese patronage. 

In all branches of business which catered to Japanese pa tronage 

the growth was slower; and in some, recession took pla ce. For 

instance, the number of groceries in 1909 was reported by t he 

Immigration Commission as 27, most of which catered to Japanese 

patrons. In 1939 the number of groceries meeting the spe cial needs 
i  m 

of Japanese increased but to 45 (34 retailers and 11 whol esalers.) 

In 1909 there were 58 restaurants serving Japanese meals; in 1928, 

65; in 1939, 52. The number of bath houses steadily dec lined from 

26 in 1909 to 18 in 1928 and to 7 in 1939. 

Engaged in these various branches of wholesale and ret ail 

concentrated employment centers and cater exclusively to  American 

trade." (Ibid.) 

101. Kataoka reports only 23 "provision dealers" for 19 28, but many 

of the 28 firms listed under "business corporations" ar e believed to 

be wholesalers of Japanese provisions, (op. cit.) 



trade and personal services in Los Angeles were about half of the 

Japanese in all occupations, according to the Census for  1940. 

They numbered 5,293 and were distributed as follows: 8 62 in whole-

sale, 3,545 in retail, and 886 in personal services (exc lusive of 

domestic service). The wholesaling and retailing of agr icultural 

products was, as already iniTfliiflîd, the most import ant sources of 

102 

employment. According to our sampling, 69 per cent of th e 

Japanese in wholesale trades and 40 per cent of those in r etail 

trades were engaged in the produce business. The extent of Japa-

nese interests in the wholesale produce business can be a ppreciated 

by a statement submitted to the Congressional subcommitt ee. A 

representative of the organization, comprised of Japanes e employees 

in the wholesale produce business, stated as follows: 
r 

C, A report from the Associated Produce Dealers and Bro kers 

showed that there were a total of 84,958 carloads of prod uce 

handled by the total of American and Japanese firms dur ing the 

year 1941. With the rate of $500 per carload, the total pro-

duce handled by all the firms in the organization in both 

markets, the city market at Ninth and San Pedro Streets, and 

102. See Chapter, p. 
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the Terminal market at Seventh and Central Avenue, reac hes 

a total of $42,479,000 

An approximate and a very conservative survey of the 

total amount of business done by the Japanese produce fi rms 

show a total of $26,470,761.47. This amount represents t he 

total business of 20 Japanese produce houses plus the "y ards" 

of both markets mentioned above A survey of the firms show 

a total of the business as $15,760,761.47, and survey o f the 
|  

"yards" of both markets show a total of $10,710,000 makin g 

the amount of both as shown above^? These amounts, howe ver, 

do not take into consideration many of the firms not belon g-

ing to the association making this survey, nor does it ta ke 

into consideration the amount of produce sold directly to the 

retailers by the farmers'̂  May it be known that these a mounts, 

also, represent a business done only in the two Los Angeles 

wholesale produce markets and does not consider the whole sale, 

shipping, and brokerage business done outside of the abo ve-
i  ns 

mentioned city. 

An estimate of the business volume and income of each of  these 

firms for 1940 was reported by another officer of the organ ization. 

He roughly divided the commission houses into three clas ses accord-

ing to the volume of business. In Group I were 6 houses wit h an 

103. Statement by Sam Minami. U.S. Congress. House. Selec t Com-

mittee Investigating National Defense Migration. Ibid., part 31, 

p. 11,723. 
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estimated business of $1,000,000 or over for 1940. Each of these 

houses employed an average of 30 persons. Some of them were 

operated under partnership of two or more persons. The income of 

each employer was between $10,000 and $50,000. In Group II were 

8 houses doing business of more than $500,000 and less tha n 

$750,000. Each hired an average of 20 persons, and each e mployer 

earned somewhere between $10,000 and $20,000. Six commi ssion 

houses were classified in Group III with an estimated business of 

less than $500,000 for 1940. Each of these houses employe d an 

average of 12 persons, and each employee's/ income was bet ween 

$5000 and $15,000. In addition, about 30 of the Japanese 

merchants in the outside yards were doing considerable b usiness, 

ranging from $150,000 to $400,000 annually. They usually e mployed 

more than 5 persons and less than 10 persons, and their indi vidual 

incomes were estimated to be between $5,000 and $15,000 each.̂ " 

Most of the owners of wholesale produce firms were Issei , and 

104. Letter from an officer of 31ub, Los 

Angeles, dated October, 1946. 
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most of the employees were native-born. According to our s ample, 

for example, 83 per cent of the proprietors were Issei, wh ile 

62 per cent and 11 per cent of the employees were Nisei and Kib ei, 

respectively. The level of positions held by the Issei emplo yees 

did not significantly differ from that of the Nisei or t he Kibei, 

unlike the situation found among the employees in Orien tal art 
\ 

goods stores in San Francisco. Some 21 per cent of the Iss ei 

employees held managerial or supervisorial positions co mpared to 

13 per cent for the Nisei. Less Issei in proportion, however, he ld 

positions of great skill, such as salesmen and field bu yers than 

Nisei; the proportion of salesmen and buyers among the  Issei 

employees was 29 per cent, while the proportion among t he Nisei 

105 

employees was 38 p©r cent. The Japanese firms, in additio n, 

hired many Mexicans, Negroes, and other minorities, who  usually 
105. In our sample, 106 persons were employed in wholesal e produce 

establishments. Of them, 104 reported the positions they  held. THe 

distribution of positions by nativity is compiled in th e following 

table  : 
Isse i Nisei Kibei 

Manager 6 8 2 
Salesman 4 17 5 
Field Buyer 4 7 1 
Cashier 1 2 0 
Bookkeeper a nd other office clerk  2 19 1 
Swamper and other floor worker 6 £ 3 
Packer 3 2 0 
Jan  it  or 2 0 0 

28 62 12 
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held positions of lower classification such as deliver y boys and 

swampers. 

Most frequently reported earnings per month of the employ ees 

in these wholesale firms were $175-$225 for managers; $1 50-$200 for 

salesmen; $130-$175 for field buyers; $140-fl55 for ca shiers; 

$100-$130 for swampers; and $80-$125 for bookkeepers an d other 

* -, n _ 106 clerical workers. 

In the retail produce business the Japanese contributed great-

ly to the development of modern merchandising methods in southern 

California. In the early days fruits and vegetables, and fr equently 

meats, were sold by a grocer under one management. The op eration 

of a profitable fruit and vegetable department, however , required 

many exacting duties. Daily buying trips to the wholesa le market 

in the early hours-; trimming, cleaning, and attractivel y displaying 

fruits and vegetables in order to stimulate sales, and co nstant 

\... 

care in order to eliminate wastage, called for a number of full-

time employees. Many grocers thus could realize only m arginal 

106. Fifty-six of the 106 employees in our sample reporte d their 

earnings. 
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profits from a produce business, and many others regarded i t as 

an irksome operation. 

The Japanese, meanwhile, had been regarded as more success ful 

operators. They had gained among housewives a reputation of 

dependability. Japanese-operated stores had been know n to stress 

fresh products and high quality for low prices. The earliest and 

simplest form of such stores was the roadside stand where  Japanese 

farmers sold produce during season directly off their f arms. On a 

little larger scale, Japanese had successfully operate d markets 

which specialized in fruits and vegetables in outlying d istricts 

and sold locally grown farm products. In the city proper , too, many 

of the Japanese-owned groceries carried produce of bette r quality. 

With this background it was natural that Japanese graduall y became 

strongly entrenched in the retail produce business. The growth of 

their holdings was spurred by the emergence of "super markets" in the 

nineteen twenties. Super markets introduced high speciali zation 

and segmentat ion of the various departments that had bee n operated 

by grocers. The fruit and vegetable department evolved as an 
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independent concession that was leased out by the owner or the 

master-lease holder of super markets. Specialization al so brought 

about a much more elaborate system of merchandise displa y. The 

department usually occupied the front section of the st ore, and rows 

of stands were placed one end to the other facing the st reet. On 

these stands cleanly washed and trimmed vegetables and p olished 

fruits were expertly and decoratively piled. A frontage 1 00 feet 

long was not uncommon. Thus, in 1940 among'" Japanese-op erated fruit 

and vegetable storesjranged from a little section in a g rocery store 

to a large department in a gigantic market. 

The proprietors of these stores had long been Issei, and a few 

of them ran chains of stores where Nisei and Kibei were em ployed in 

large numbers. In recent years, however, many of the n ative-born 

had risen from the rank of wage earner and had started on t heir own. 

Our sampling reveals that a higher proportion of native-b orn pro-

prietors was found in the retail produce business th an in any other 

trade. Some 61 per cent of the owners were Issei, while  22  per cent 

and 17 per cent were Nisei and Kibei, respectively. The em ployees 

i 
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were predominantly native-born, Nisei representing 50 per cent 

of the Japanese employed in this trade and Kibel 22 per cent . 

Managerial positions were almost equally distributed am ong the 

foreign-born and the native-born; Issel managers constit uted 20 per 

cent of the Issel employees, Nisei managers 17 per cent of the 

Nisei employees, and Kibei managers 18 per cent of the Ki bei em-

ployees. The proportions of salesclerks in each group wer e 70 per 

cent. 63 per cent, and 74 per cent for the Issel, Nisei, and Ki bei, 

107 

respectively. The records indicate that their monthly ea rnings 

were meager. For managers the income ranged from $29-$50 per week, 

107. The occupational distribution of the 254 Japanese emplo yed 

full-time in'fréta  11 (stores)  H? farm products in Los Angeles in 
T v 

1940, based on our sampling, was as follows: 

Issel Nisei Kibe: 

Manager 15 21 11 

Buyer 2 3 0 

Cashier 1 4 2 

Bookkeeper 1 3 1 

Salesclerk 50 92 42 

Laborer 2 3 1 

71 126 57 
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and the most frequently reported rate was $30-$35 per week . For 

salesclerks the weekly rate ranged from fl5-$33.50, but almost two 

out of three reported $18-|>26 per week. There were also a  number 

of Issei women, Nisei, and Kibei, who reported they were family 

, 108 workers. 

With respect to their educational background, a signific ant 

deviation from the average level of the native-born Japa nese was 

found. They tended to enter this field while they were s till in 

high school or soon after high school graduation. Our samp ling 

reveals that among the native-born males in the retail  produce 

business, born in 1915 or before, about one out of four h ad had some 

high school education and a half had been graduated from  high school. 

There was less than one out of ten who had been college educ ated. 

That is, the proportion of the high school educated n ative-born 

108. Of the 254 employees, 162 reported their earnings. They are 

broken down by nativity as follows: 

V 
Isse i Nisei Kibei 

Earnings reported 44 86 32 

No answer 27 40 25 

'Total 71 126 57 
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males was higher and that of the college educated was l ower than 

the corresponding averages of the native-born males engag ed in all 

occupations in Los Angeles.-'-^ 

It is also significant to note that there were many in-mig rants 

engaged ^n"this business, making a sharp contrast to thos e working 

in Oriental art goods stores in San Francisco. Of the 22 3 native-

born Japanese so occupied in Los Angeles in ^pril, 1940 , according 

to our sample, only 23 per cent were born in Los Angeles and 14 per 

cent were from other localities in southern California, w hile 15 per 

cent had migrated from northern California. Those who had come fro m 

Washington and Oregon represented 19 per cent and those from Hawaii 

also 19 per cent. 

Working conditions in one of the better Japanese-oper ated fruit 

and vegetable stores are described by a Nisei in the follow ing words 

In December, 1936, I got a job with the Royal Crown 

109. The distribution of educational background of the 10 6 native-

born males, born in 1915 or before, and engaged in reta il fruit and 

High school 
it » 

College' » 

Source: WRA Form No. 26 

No. % 
1-4 years 1 0 .9 
5-6 years 5 4 .7 
7-8 years 9 8 .5 
1-3 years 29 27 .4 

4 years 53 50 .0 
1-3 years 8 7 .6 

4 years 1 0 .9 
106 1Ö0 .0 
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Produce Go. It had a branch office in Pasadena and 

the whole company was Japanese-owned. I worked there for 

four years in all. At the time I first started the store 

was just being opened in Pasadena and my brother worked  for 

them during the opening day. He said that it was a little 

better than other fruit stand jobs so I asked for a steady 

job. I was getting tired of working as a truck driver for a 

wholesale produce dealer because the hours were very ir regular 

and I started to get backaches. I wanted to get into somet hing 

easier with regular hours. Another bad thing was that we we re 

expected to work on the trucks until we were finished  and I 

wasn't paid once for overtime or holidays during the per iod 

I worked there. 

The Royal Crown store in Pasadena catered to the rich 

people of Pasadena because it was located in a pretty h igh-

toned district. It was one of the best Japanese fruit sta nds 

down south and it was quite modernistic in design. Royal 

Crown Company had nine stores in all throughout the Los  Angeles 

area and they made very good profits. It was one of the 

richer companies like this although there were others w hich 

had' a much greater chain of stores. Royal Crown usually w orked 

it in a regular system so that they took full advantage of 

Nisei employees. They would train a Nisei from a greenhorn 

position and work him right up. If he remained loyal to the 

company and worked hard, he might be made a manager of a new 

place which the company opened up. Of course, these posit ions 

of managers were not too numerous and it really wasn't m uch of 

a future although it did give the managers a certain amount o f 
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prestige to rise above the clerk level. Many of these Japa-

nese workers stayed with a company for years and years a nd 

never got promoted. Royal Crown employed many kinds of 

Japanese--Issei, Kibei, Nisei, Hawaiian-Nisei, Seattl e-Nisei, 

and young kids from the farms. The original group which 

stuck with the company from the beginning in 1929 eventu ally 

was made manager of one of the stores and they got a salary  of 

#45 a week plus #50 to #100 bonus for Christmas. 

Because we had such rich customers, I held the sales 

record for our store. I sold #120 worth of produce in one da y 

and I got a bonus for that. We used to race to see who could 

sell the most produce during the day and the competiti on was 

pretty keen. You had to have a good personality in order  to 

please the customers. I used to make a lot of tips too and 

that is unusual. In most of the other fruit stands the 

customers never gave any tips. We had about 9 Nisei worke rs 

in our Pasadena store. I started out working there for #21 

a week and after three or four years worked up to #27.50.  We 

worked for our money too. I used to start work at 7:30 i n the 

morning. The minute I got there I started to work and tri m all̂  

the vegetables and fix the displays for the day. The fre sh 

produce arrived from the wholesalers in Los Angeles as soon as 

we got to work so 1 that wê  usually had to help unload the truck. 

The door would open around 9 and we would start waiting on th e 

customers.' Most of the customers came between 9 and 12. D uring 

noon we had to keep busy too as the working girls came in then 

to buy their vegetables. We took shifts for lunch and I usu ally 
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got from 1 or 1:30 until 2. 

In the afternoon we would work on the displays again 

until about 3:30 as few people came in during that time. 

Between 3:30 and 6 we would usually have another rush of 

customers. Mondays and Saturdays were the heaviest day s of 

the week for us. After this rush was over we would take dow n 

all of the perishable vegetables and put them in the ref riger-

ation room. Around 7 or 7:30 we would be through for the d ay. 

It was pretty long working day and we earned our money. In  some 

other stands the hours were even longer than that.^^ 

A Nisei girl recounted her experience in a fruit and veg etable 

store as follows: 

I worked in those fruit stands too in the nineteen 

thirties for a miserable $15 a week. During those years o f 

depression three-fourths of the Nisei fellows and girls in 

the labor market were in the produce market work. I did 

this kind of work for about a year and I found it most di s-

tasteful. It was hard work and the hours were long. The 

wage standards were horrible. Girls had to work 10 and 11 

hours a day for about $15 a week and we didn't get paid f or 

overtime. After the Japanese workers organized a union, i t 

was a little better because they didn't have to put in such 

long, hours. I think the Japanese market owners took a dvantage 

of Nisei workers during the depression and they bled us for 

112. Case History No. 34. 
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everything they could. One company for which my brother 

worked made the men put in at least 14 hours a day but the 

pay checks gave them only credit for 8 hours. The fellows 

couldn't say very much about that because there were plent y 

of Nisei around who would have been ready to jump at the 

chance to take their jobs. 

My boss was a fairly nice person because he had a 

conscience. He was a little more liberal in pay than some 

of the other employers. But I couldn't stand the frustra ting 

111 

fruit market work. I quit and got" into a domestic job. 

In those branches of trades other than the produce busi ness 
and its allied fields Issei were still predominantly acti ve in 1940. 

For example, according to our sample, almost all the hote l owners 

and employees were Issei, while 86 per cent of the proprieto rs and 

77 per cent of the employees of restaurants were also.Isse i. 

As was the case in San Francisco, the number of Japanese em-

ployed by non-Japanese firms was small and those so employe d usually 

held meager positions. Our sampling reveals that less t han 7 per 

cent of all employees-worked for Caucasians, and two out  of three < 

Q 

were Issei. The more frequently reported occupations w ere janitors 

111. Case History No. 59. 

sra 



in department stores and kitchen helpers in restaurants and 

cafeterias for the Issei, and stock room clerks in depa rtment 

stores and apparel shops and dress makers for the Nisei girl s. 

Thus, for the Nisei joining the labor force, employment 

opportunities were much limited. They usually had to seek jobs 

within the Japanese community. A college educated Nisei q uoted 

earlier described his plight and frustration in the followi ng words 

The whole economic condition of the Japanese community 

was tottering before the war. The Jews were getting to ta ke 

over the fruit stand work and they cut-rated on the Japa nese 

in order to force them out of business. The Japanese com-

munity could not have lasted much longer or else they wou ld 

have had to go more into domestic work. Everybody just 

couldn't get a job in the Japanese community. It just 

couldn't be self-sufficient. It turned out that in the 

Japanese community the people, with the money from before 

kept on top and the average Japanese worker got poorer and 

poorer because more Nisei were coming of age to work. This 

meant that there was more competition for jobs and the w age 

level went down accordingly. The fruit stands were the ma in 

economy of Little Tokyo and .that really was shaking. It 

seemed that a lot of the Nisei drifted into Los Angeles 

from other areas because they could not get any jobs in 

the smaller Japanese communities. This only made more 
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complications for the Nisei workers who were already the re. 

There was plenty of unemployment among the Nisei before the 

war. 

The Nisei hated to be forced into fruit stand racket 

but they could not help themselves. They couldn't do an ything 

about it even if they were ambitious because the job open ings 

for them were so limited. Great numbers of the Nisei had been 

going into college all along in orde,r to postpone the tim e 

when they would finally have to go to work, but they did n't 

know what they would do when they did get out of school. 

The bulk of the Nisei were frustrated economically as th ey 

could not break through the barriers of the Japanese comm un-

ity. I was thinking that perhaps I could go to Louisi ana 

some day to open up my own fruit stand business there, but 

that was only a dream. ^ 

&JHE A reaction as cited above was in no way uncommon am ong 

the Nisei. Two more expressions of hopelessness are presen ted 

below. The first is the experience of a Nisei girl, and th e second 

that of a young Nisei man. Both had had some college educatio n in 

California. 

I spent 3 or 4 years doing all sorts of jobs in the 

Japanese community. The Los Angeles Japanese community seemed 

to be stable and well organized on the surface and it had a 

112. Case History No. 34. 
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certain prosperous appearance due to the fruit stand and 

other business activities. But underneath this surface,  it 

was a place of many frustrations for the Nisei because th ey 

just weren't getting any place. It was a battle of haves 

against the have-nots and the have-nots took the worst b eat-

ings. There weren't enough jobs to go around to everyone s o 

that's why many Nisei went on to college in order to prol ong 

the reality of the situation. None of them knew what to do 

after they got out of college because they couldn't use th eir 

training at all. The Japanese community absorbed a few of 

them, but the vast majority of the Nisei college graduates 

had to sidetrack themselves into other lines of work. Al most 

all of them were employed by Japanese businesses excep t the 

domestic workers. There were a few Nisei who became rather 

prominent in their fields of training but this only rep res-

ented a small minority of the group. The majority were 

frustrated in economic activities and they didn't kno w what 

was going to happen to them next. They were seeking outl et 

but there didn't seem to be many possibilities. Many am-

bitions were crushed in this harsh existence. The Japanes e 

there didn't concern themselves about trampling over oth ers 

just so that they could get a little ahead. But even th ose 

who made a better go of it were blocked from going too fa r 

because the limitations of the Japanese community had a 

stranglehold on them. The Nisei group was too young to c ope 

with this problem by themselves and I don't know what would 

113 
have happened to them if the evacuation had not come along. 

113. Case History No. 59. 
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A Through a friend of mine, I was able to get a job with 

a wholesale importing company as a stockroom clerk, messe nger 

boy and janitor combined. I did everything during the reg ular 

9 hour working day and ofte n uncredited overtime hours for a 

magnificent salary of $60 a month. It was a Japanese co mpany, 

of course, and very few of them paid any better than th at. 

Sixty dollars a month was considered a very reasonable wa ge 

in those days. 

I kept on working there for about six months until the 

company moved. Pour or five other Nisei were hired so tha t 

I was promoted to be their foreman. I was given a $5 a 

month raise. It was just manual work and there was not hing 

particularly interesting about it. This work continued f or 

about 8 months. After that I was promoted to be a stock 

record clerk and claims adjuster and I was given $70 a 

month. This placed me in the upper income group among t he 

Issei since very few Nisei workers made as much as $100 a 

month in those days. 

I continued on with my work and I learned a little of 

business methods. I learned how to write proper business 

letters and I gained a little knowledge about import and e x-

port transactions. I was hardly contented and I wasn't 

entirely interested in the life cycle fc I was living as the 

sense of personal frustration was greater than the amount  of 

ambition I had. I didn't see how I could ever attain my 

goal. It was a most shallow existence. I felt an inner 

need for something more satisfying but I couldn't put m y 

MMMMMBft '¡MM. 
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finger on it. That's why I wandered into the various 

spheres of activities that I engaged in. This permitted 

me in a way to escape from realities. I escaped into 

things which were extremely non-material like music. I 

hoped that these things would give me some possibility fo r 

expression. But all this time I always had some kind of an 

inner urge to do something significant and meaningful bu t 

these plans had not crystalized yet due to the frustrat ing 

Japanese society in which I existed. The consciousness  of 

the racial factor only entered into the sense of frustr ation 

and I didn't think in terms of overcoming it. It seems t o 

me that it was too big a thing for one individual to solve. 

I just felt that the future might solve it in the natural 

course of time but I wasn't too hopeful about that. I jus t 

accepted my role in life and rebelled inwardly without doing 

anything about it. I tried to build up a false picture of 

life by engaging in various superficial activity as I fel t 

that these things would give me the mental stimulation I 

des ired. 

Jobs for the Nisei were so scarce that it just wasn't 

conceived of that a Nisei could get a decent job working 

with a Caucasian company. It was one helluva plight and 

we didn't know how to cope with it. Most of the Nisei 

didn't give it a thought until they had completed their 

formal education. For a short period they rebelled but th ey 

quickly succumbed and took on the prevailing Nisei attit ude 

of hopelessness because they had to cling to any kind of 
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job they could get. 

A common goal of many of the Nisei was to save enough mone y 

to open stores of their own. The operation of their own sto re 

was not always successful. The risk involved in running a fruit 

and vegetable store, for instance, is explained by a Ni sei as 

follows: 

All of the Nisei working in the fruit stands knew that 

that sort of work could only end in a manager of a Japanese 

chain store or else opening their own fruit stand. It onl y 

took a capital .of between #1,000 and $2,000 to open up one 's 

own fruit stand but it was a pretty risky business and quit e 

a few folded up every year. The success of a fruit stand 

depended upon the locations The more fruit stands that 

opened, the less chance there was for success. Another t hing 

was that the large Caucasian chain stores and Jewish stor es 

were gradually pushing the Japanese out of this field. It 

was a very profitable business and it was run on credit 

mostly and everything was sold in cash so that the margin 

of- profit was pretty big if the store was located in a good 

spot. If the store turned out good, other Nisei would be 

hired as clerks and the owner would begin to think of bran ch-

ing out with a chain of his own. Then the process would start 

all over again. But there was a lot of competition and th e 

114. Case History No. 59. 
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number of failures each year was much greater than the 

115 

successes. 

Difficulties involved in the operation of a store is to ld by 

the Nisei wife of a store owner in the following words: 

The produce business seemed to be one of the few fields 

that an enterprising Japanese fellow could go into. A lot 

of the Japanese were going into the florist business als o 

because there was nothing else for them to do. My husband 

had just started a produce store of his own in Hollywood 

in the late part of 1940. It was quite a large store and 

he hired about 6 or 8 Nisei workers. I had quit my job as 

an interior decorator to devote most of ray time in helping 

out my husband in his work. 

Starting a produce market is very hard work and it takes 

a lot of courage to start out with practically no financia l 

backing. My husband had his heart in this work so that he 

didn't mind the long hours he put into it. He would get u p 

at 3:00 in the morning and work right through to night* We 

didn't mind working hard because it was for our future 

security. We were hoping that the store would turn out to 

be a success. 

There seemed to be some sort of a boycott developing 

against Japanese stores. My husband became aware of it 

because his business got worse and worse in sales. It wa s 

very discouraging coming at a time when we had not bad an, 

opportunity to get on our feet yet. It was a sort of 
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unofficial boycott and we didn't know the exact reason for 

it. We just felt that there was something in the air bec ause 

of the general uneasiness which seemed to exist. All of our 

savings had been invested so that we were pretty worried 

because it meant our livelihood. 

Immediately after the outbreak of the war, all Japanese 

property and financial assets were frozen. My husband was 

not able to buy anything at the wholesale produce market so 

that the condition of our store grew even more precarious. 

Our own bank turned out to be dubious of us and it felt that 

it was too risky to extend us further credit so that made us 

feel very badly. We finally realized that we were invol ved 

by war so that my husband concluded that it would be abs olutely 

useless to continue struggling along with produce mar ket. It 

was the end of our dreams. My husband began to dispose o f 

the truck and store equipment at sacrifice prices below the 

. . . 115 
actual cost. 

115. Case History No. 55. 



In Seattle, as shown in Table , Japanese-owned 

establishments numbered 874 in 1930 and 881 in 1936, mor e than 

doubled since 1909. It is believed, however, that the number had 

reached a maximum sometime earlier, probably in the begin ning of 

the nineteen twenties, and had decreased somewhat since then. 

As in San Francisco, these changes followed definite pat terns, 

i.e., those set up for general trade on the whole increas ed, while 

those for Japanese trade declined appreciably. Among the former, 

rapid progress was noted, for example, in retail produce and 

grocery business. Most of the 26 groceries that the Immigr ation 

Commission reported for 1909 were located within a small area 

where Japanese were concentrated and catered to both Ja panese and 

ph-Mo 

non-Japanese patrons. J-n 1930 Japanese-operated groce ries numbered 

100 and in 1936, 123. In 1942, according to the statement o f the 

Seattle Chapter of the JACL; submitted to the Tolan Commi ttee, the 

numbersii increased to 140, representing 16-2/3 per ce nt of the total 

number in the city. "More than 95 per cent of.the stores are in 

localities outside the Japanese community. Stores loca ted within 



between 30 and 40 per cent of their sales to the Caucasia n trade.. . . 

Japanese stores located definitely in Caucasian resident ial and busi-

ness districts are practically 100 per cent dependent on  Caucasian 

trade" In contrast to the survey of the Immigration C ommission 

that has been quoted earlier, there were in 1942 a number of larger 

establishments with greater capital investments and b usiness volume. 

The JACL report stated that investment in these stores ra nged from 

$700 to $18,000 and averaged $3,500 per store. Their ag gregate 

transactions were $294,000 per month, an average of $25, 200 per year. 

The larger establishments employed "as many as five or six clerks 

and are in most cases located in shopping centers," whi le the smaller 

stores were operated by families and the medium-sized on es employed 

n? 
"extra help for delivery and general work in the store. ° 

1. Statement by Emergency Defense Council, Seattle Chapt er, Japanese -

American Citizens League  .  TJ,S. Congress. House. Select Committee 

Investigating National Defense Migration. Hearing. 77th  Congress, 

2d Session. Washington, Government Printing Office, 1942 , pt. 30, 

p. 11,460. 

2. Ibid. 



Retail fruit and vegetable stores had also become numer ous. 

There were 61 such stores in 1930 and 45 in 1936. Most of thes e 

were, however, stands or stalls in the municipally-owne d public 

markets along the water front. In the beginning Japanes e were 

most numerous in the public markets, but in the more recen t years 

had been outnumbered by Italians and other south European s. 

Rapid expansion was also noted in the hotel business and i n 

the cleaning and dyeing trade. The former increased from 72 in 

1909 to 157 in 1930 and 177 in 1936. For 1941 and 1942 the number 

reported by two sources is at variance. The JAGL reporte d the 

number of hotels in 1942 as 206 and that of apartments as  56. 

It was claimed by them that "almost two-thirds of the hote ls in 

«»1 
a 

Seattle are being operated by resident Japanese. The ban king 

interest, on the other hand, reported that  M in 1941 there were 181 

hotels, rooming houses, and vsmall apartments being conducted by the 

Japanese. tt2  Most of them were in the cheaper price scale and were 

1. Ibid. 

2. Statement by J.W. Spangler, Seattle First National Bank . U.S. 

Congress. House. Select Committee Investigating Natio nal Defense 

Migration. Hearing. 77th Congress, 2d Session. Washingto n, Govern 

ment Printing Office, 1942, pt. 30, p. 11,418. 



patronized chiefly by the laboring class. They were loca ted in the 

Japanese community and its contiguous areas, the low-c lass part of 

the downtown district. Since national defense producti on was 

accelerated, these Japanese-operated hotels, due to the ir proximity 

to industrial and shipping centers, were doing prosperous  business 

with non Japanese. 

The Japanese, however, owned few of these hotel building s and 

land. The bank executive stated: 

Normally, so far as I know, there are very few of these 

hotels operated by the Japanese where the real property is 

owned by the operating company or the individual. There ar e 

two rather prominent hotels, considering the type and th e 

group, that are owned by the Japanese. . . . Therefore, th at 

leaves the operator being the owner of the equipment and 

furniture. Most of the property, therefore, is leased. 

The capacity of these hotels varied "from 7 to 440, with a t otal 

estimated capacity of 10,557," according to the Caucasi an source, 

while the Japanese organization reported the total numbe r of rooms 

1. Statement by J.W. Spangler, op. clt., p. 11,419. 

2. Ibid. t  p. 11,418. 



1 
to be 15,059. By either of the two estimates, however, the aver age 

number of rooms per hotel was approximately 60. The major ity were 

thus "comparatively small places^ profitable only if ope rated by 

the manager and his wife, with the aid of the family and a mi nimum 

2 

of outside help." 

The number of cleaning and dyeing establishments also incre ased 

from 45 in 1909 to 95 in 1930 and 107 in 1936. The total for 1942 

of 90. 

as reported by JACL, seems to indicate some decline in the 

few years prior to evacuation. These represented "abo ut 22 per cent 

of all dye works and cleaning establishments" and average d "a total 
«3 

of 12,169 customers each month, or about 140 per month per shop. 

Only a small portion of these customers were Japanese. The b ulk 

of these shops were located "in low-income areas of the city. None 

of them Is on a scale to rival the large white American fir ms." 4 

1. Statement by Emergency Defense Council, Seattle Chap ter, Japanese-

American Citizens League, op. cit., p. 11,459. 

2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid., p. 11,460. 

4. Ibid. 



These were, "with few exceptions, purely family enterp rises with 

small capital investments." In recent years shops were op ened in 

better, more recently developed neighborhoods. 

No significant changes were noted in other major branche s of 

Japanese-operated business for non Japanese patronage. F or instance, 

the number of restaurants serving American meals was 36 i n 1909, 39 

in 1930, and 42 in 1936. These restaurants approximated th e location 

and patronage of the Japanese-operated hotels and spec ialized usually 

in serving fair meals for low prices. 

Among those branches of business designed primarily for Ja panese 

patronage, the most notable decline was observed in t he number of 

restaurants serving Japanese meals, a decrease from 51 in 1909 to  24 

in 1930 and 16 in 1936. The number of bath houses decreased from 

26  in 1909 to 5 in 1930 and 3 in 1936, while there were only  15 

grocer^©« dealing in Japanese provisions in 1936. 

In wholesale, retail, and personal service (exclusive o f 

domestic service) trades", the Census for 1940 count ed 1,920 Japanese, 

representing 62.2 per cent of the Japanese in all occupat ions in 

1. Ibid. 



Seattle."** The distribution of these Japanese by sex a nd nativity 

is shown in the following table. 

TABLE 

Distribution of Japanese in Seattle in 1940 Engaged 
in Wholesale, Retail, and Personal Services, (Except 
Domestic Service) by Sex and Nativity 

Na t i ve -bo rnFore ign -bo rn 
Male Female Male Female Total 

Wholesale trade 68 25 83 23 199 

Retail trade 219 163 508 214 1,104 

Personal Services 65 51 309 192 617 
(Excl. Dom. Serv.) 

Total 352 239 900 429 1,920 

Source: U.S. Census for 1940 

In order to obtain more detailed information on their e conomic 

and occupational status, a sampling was taken of the WRA interview 

records of those Japanese who were evacuated from Sea ttle and who 

were engaged in some occupation in the city in April, 1 940. The 

result contained 795 Japanese who were born in 1921 or befo re and 

worked full-time. The distribution by industry, employ ment status, 

and nativity is compiled in Table 101. 

1. U.S. Department of Commerce. Bureau of Census. 16th Ce nsus. 



According to our sampling there were 80 in the wholesa le trade, 

316 in the retail trade, and 179 in personal services o ther than 

domestic service. As shown in the following table, ther e were 

375 foreign-born Japanese and 201 native-born, or 65 p er cent to 

TABLE 

Employment Status of 529 Japanese (Born in 1921 or 
Before) in Seattle. April, 1940, Engaged Pull-time 
in Wholesale, Retail, and Personal Service Trades, 

Except Domestic Service 

Proprietors 
No. % 

Employees 
No. % No 

Total 
% 

Isse i 178 78.1 195 56.4 373 65.0 

Nisei 43 18.3 122 35.3 165 28.7 

Kibei 7 3.1 29 8.3 36 6.3 

Total 228 100.0 346 100.0 574 100.0 

Source: WRA Form No. 26. 

1 

35 per cent, 1 and were divided into 228 proprietors and 346 employe es, 

or 40 per cent to 60 per cent. There were more Issei amon g both the 

1. According to the U.S. Census for 1940, the percenta ges of the 

foreign-born and the native-born in the male Japanese pop ulation, be-, 

tween 20 years and 59 years of age, in Seattle, were 63.8 p er cent and 

36.2 per cent, respectively. The ratio was very similar to that in 

San Francisco, where the percentages for the correspondi ng age group 

were 62.3 per cent for the foreign-born and 37.7 per cen t for the 

native-born. A significant deviation was, however, fou nd in Los 



entrepreneurs and the employees, 78 per cent among the former and 

56 per cent among the latter. In some branches of Japan ese-operated 

businesses Issel were more predominant. In the hotel and rooming 

house trade, for instance, Issei represented 90 per cent o f the 

proprietors and 77 per cent of the employees. In the resta urant 

business, too, 80 per cent of the proprietors and 70 per c ent of the 

employees were Issei. In some other branches of busines s, such as 

groceries, wholesale produce houses, and retail fruit and vegetable 

stores, Nisei employees were in the majority in recent years . In 

the grocery business, for example, 70 per cent of the emplo yees were 

native-born, although the foreign-born still represente d 67 per cent 

of the proprietors. 

With respect to the number of Japanese engaged, the groc ery 

and restaurant trades and the hotel and rooming house o perations 

v "SJrrr-c 
were the most important. According to our sample, in the gr ocery«« 

and restaurants were found 27 per cent and 25 per cent, re spectively, 

of the Japanese engaged in retail trades. In the operation of hotels 

Angles, where the foreign-born represented 57.5 per c ent and the 

native-born 42.5 per cent for the corresponding age group. T he differ 

ence seems to substantiate many documentary evidences that the Nisei 

moved to Los Angeles and its vicinity to find jobs. 



and rooming houses 54 per cent of the Japanese were engage d in 

personal service trades (exclusive of domestic service ). That is, 

more than ^ half of the Japanese in retail and persona l service trades 

were either operators of or working in grocery stores, restaurants, 

and hotels and rooming houses. As already pointed out, the pro-

prietors of these establishments relied heavily on fami ly help to 

operate thelr business. Of those employees in Japanese-o perated 

grocer^s^ and hotels who reported their earnings, 56 pe r cent and 

51 per cent, respectively, declared themselves to be " unpaid family 

labor." Among the restaurant (Japanese-operated) emplo yees reporting 

their income, only 11 per cent were family workers. Nevert heless, 

when part-time workers, such as children still attending s chool, 

are taken into consideration, the scope of Japanese bus iness on a 

family basis can easily be appreciated. 

The wages of employees other than family members were mea ger 

and their working hours long. Our sample reveals that in th e grocery 

business about one-third earned more than $75 but less t han $100 per 

month, one-third more than $50 but less than $75, and one- third less 



than #50. Similarly,.in the hotel, apartment, and rooming house 

business, only a few wt employees received more than #75 per month, 

while one-half of the rest received more than #50 but le ss than #75 

per month, and the remaining half 'less than #50. It is bel ieved, 

however, that most of these employees received free room in addition 

to cash remuneration. In the restaurant trade, wages wer e slightly 

higher. About one-half received more than #75, but only  a few of 

them more than #100, and the other half earned less than #75. Some 

of those receiving lower wages reported room and board in addition. 

With respect to working hours, no reliable data are av ailable. Many 

Japanese, however, claimed that a work week of 54-60 hour s was not 

uncommon. One informant who had worked in a fruit stand in the 

municipal market stated that although he worked from 4:3 0 in the 

morning until 1 or 2 o'clock in the afternoon he was regar ded as a 

part-time worker and received part-time wages. 

Thus, Japanese-operated establishments in 1940 were st ill ± h 

Issei-controlled, and the majority of jobs in these places  were held 

1. Case History No. 21. 



by the older generation. Opportunities for the native-bor n were 

indeed limited and the process of replacing Issei employ ees was 

slow. Even in grocery and produce stores, where more an d more Nisei 

were finding employment in recent years, wage scales an d working con-

ditions were not attractive. A large number of Nisei were fo und work-

ing for their families, and would eventually have inherite d their 

parents' establishments. 

In Seattle, in contrast to San Francisco, a higher percenta ge 

of Japanese had positions in Caucasian-operated establis hments. 

Table  101-  shows the distribution of the 346 employees in wholesale , 

retail, and personal service trades other than domestic service, 

obtained in our sampling. It reveals that 26 per cent of J apanese 

workers in these trades were employed by Caucasians, as c ompared to 

16 per cent in San Francisco. The percentages of Issei and Kibei 

workers in Caucasian-operated firms in Seattle were only slightly 

higher than the corresponding percentages in San Franci sco, but the 

percentage of similarly employed Nisei was significantl y higher. 

In Seattle one out of five Nisei in these trades was empl oyed in 



Caucasian firms, while less than one out of ten was simil arly 

employed in San Francisco. 

Types of jobs held by these Japanese were, as in San Franci sco, 

of menial nature. The more common positions among the mal e were 

janitors and porters in stores; cooks, kitchen helpers , and dish-

washers in restaurants and lunch counters. Their pay sca les were a 

little higher than those of similar positions in Japa nese-operated 

establishments. Most of the janitors and porters, for i nstance, 

earned #100 - #130, most cooks #120 - #150, and most kitchen 

helpers #95 - #130. There were many women who were employe d as 

common laborers in processing and repairing of gunny sack s. There 

were other men and women who were common laborers in who lesale fish 

markets and in glove manufacturing factories. Some men w ere also 

employed as porters in railroad stations. 

Thus the Nisei coming into the labor market encountered dif fi-

culties in finding employment, not only in Caucasian op erated firms 

but within the Japanese Community. As one Nisei young man put it, 

. . . the prospects for the Nisei future in Seattle were 

very small. There were many Nisei still in colleges, an d 



they didn't know what they could do after graduation. They 

talked about going to Japan for economic opportunity, bu t 

very few went. Most of them stayed behind and did menial 

jobs or else shifted to Los Angeles. For example, I knew a 

Nisei pharmacist who was working as a houseboy in Seattl e 

because he could not get anything in his line. There were 

many, many cases of this sort. It was getting to be a great 

problem just before the war, and the Nisei were talking abou t 

it a lot. 

Another Nisei young man described limited employment opportuni ties 

in the following words: 

It was quite a problem for all of the Nisei, since they 

did not know what they could do after they get out of scho ol. 

The problem had not really come out into the open yet, sin ce 

the large mass of Nisei were still in school. We thought 

about it a lot but it was one of those unanswerable questi ons 

and it was much easier not to think about it. We always put 

it off and said that we would find the answer when the time f or 

it came. . . . I was restless at that time, because I had no 

definite occupational plans for the future. I was stil l feel-

ing around. I wanted to get into some business, but I reall y 

did not know. I thought about it a lot but it only caused me 

to worry so I put it out of my mind. I figured I was getti ng 

along fairly well at the time and my salary as a seaman wa s 

not bad, since I was getting $115 a month plus room and board 

1. Case History No. 21. 



degree and I was not thinking of any further education. I 

was mixed in my feelings and I did not know that Seattle 

would ever offer me economic opportunities. I had vague 

ideas of going east for a try. . . . The Old Guard was so 

far behind the times that they were still talking about 

linking the bridge between the United States and Japan. 

They had no concept of the economic situation of the N isei 

and it was rather disgusting when they passed off the 

economic situation of the Nisei by saying that they coul d 

get jobs easily. The professional Nisei were in power ove r 

the Japanese community, and they were strongly aligned wi th 

the Old Guard. They had to be that way because they were 

getting support and money from them. That is why the Old 

Guard wasted their efforts instead of tackling the immedia te 

problem which faced the Nisei who were beginning to come out 

of school in large numbers. The professional Nisei though t 

that it would be easy to get placed just because they had 

fitted into the Japanese community. They were lucky, beca use 

some of the Issei professional men were dying off just abou t 

the time they came on the scene. The Old Guard did not 

realize that the younger Nisei coming up would have a muc h 

harder time. 

Pacing these difficulties a large number of Nisei in rec ent 

years sought seasonal employment in the Alaskan fish canne ries as 

1. Case History No. 21. 



a reliable source of income. Many of them had worked in these 

canneries during school vacations, and had resumed this work at 

least as stop-gap employment until they could find somet hing 

better. In 1941, according to the JACL report, there wer e 350 

Nisei who went from Seattle to Alaska to work in the canneri es. 

Together with 150 Issei, they constituted about one-six th of the 

total cannery workers. They were engaged in processing, canning, 

labeling, and longshoring in the salmon-canning indu stry. Their 

work lasted about two months, and their gross income ave raged 

about $400. 

Oriental laborers were traditionally employed in the Alaska 

canneries. In the beginning Chinese were most numerous, and later 

were supplanted by Japanese immigrants, similar to the pat tern of 

farm laborers and railroad workers in the West. In the ni neteen 

thirties, Nisei students regarded employment in Alaska during 

vacations a fine opportunity to save money to attend scho ol. Since 

the middle of the thirties Filipinos had begun to outnum ber the 

1. Statement by Emergency Defense Council, Seattle Chapt er, 

Japanese-American Citizens League, op. cit., pp. 11,461-11 ,462. 



Japanese in the industry. As there were labor contractor s for 

farm workers and railroad workers, these cannery labore rs were 

hired through contractors, mostly Chinese and Japanese . 

Usually a cannery operator told a contractor that on a sp ecific 

date some 250 men would be needed at a certain cannery.  The 

contractor supplied not only the men but also their food. 

Thus he stood directly between the operator and the labo ur 

group and there was no point of contact whatsoever betwee n 

the employer and the employee. The Japanese foremen were, 

of course, the chosen friend of the contractor. 

The cannery workers were not unionized until 1935, and u nder 

these conditions, 

all the traditional Japanese attitudes of loyalty, frie ndli-

ness, and indebtedness found fertile soil for persiste nce. 

The employees were indebted to the contractor for their jobs 

and when they were financially pressed, he carried the m, 

deducting the loans from later earnings. Many of the isse l, 

accustomed to such paternalistic arrangements, saw no c ause 

for complaint. . . But when more nisei and Filipinos 

entered the canneries, there was considerable unrest and 

dissatisfaction. Some of the older nisei disliked the poo r 

food, poor pay, and poor sleeping quarters, but felt unable 

1. Forrest E. LaViolette, Americans of Japanese Ancestry « Toronto, 

1945, p. 93. 



to do anything about ject what the contractor pro-
1 

vided simply meant losing the job. 
1 

A Nisei young man, who later unionized the cannery workers, 

described his own experience in the following words: 

I had to finance my own way through college, and most of 

my money was made in the Alaska canneries during the summ er. . 

A friend of my dad ran an employment agency to supply Japan ese 

labor for the Alaska cannery work. He was quite succes sful 

doing this and he made a lot of money. He was one of the p er-

sons who could decide who would go up to work in the cannery. 

In a way it was quite a racket, because usually they took  a 

big cut from the earnings of the workers they sent up a s part 

of their commission. Jobs were rather scarce during the 

depression so that many of the Japanese were anxious to get 

these cannery jobs for several months of the year. That is 

why many of the Japanese contractors could ask for such a big 

cut. . . . I went up for the first time in 1934. 

At that time the cannery workers were all non-union. I 

did not protest at the low wages the first year I went up, 

because I did not know how it could be done. After the 

second summer I went up, the Japanese foreman got too do min-

ating and I could not take it at all. He expected us to 

crawl to him and I began to see that the workers were bein g 

exploited too much. Another fellow and I began to fight  back. 

1. Ibid. 
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It happened that they had promised me a wage of $60 a mont h 

plus my room and board, but they would only give me $55. 

They said the other $5 had been taken for some kind of fee, 

but they would not explain exactly what it was. I decided 

that I was going to make a fight of it even if the Japane se 

black-balled me. 

When I got back from Alaska to Seattle, I felt that 

something should be done so that the Japanese workers would 

not be exploited by these Japanese contractors. I decided 

to bring a complaint to the union which was just starting 

out. . . . The union became interested in my case, and they 

got my extra $5 a month for me. I was on the outs with the 

Japanese contractor after that, and he said that he wou ld see 

that I would never have an opportunity to do cannery wo rk 

again. Therefore, I began to take an interest in the union. 

This was against the thinking of the Japanese community th at 

had the opinion that all unions were radical, but I felt that 

this was the only way to fight these contractors. I became 

one of the nucleus of the Japanese Cannery Workers' Unio n, 

which later developed. . . . It was in the general union 

which we organized. It included Mexicans, Filipinos, Chin ese, 

and Japanese. At first, we were affiliated with the A.F . of L., 

which would only give us a Federal charter. It was a sort of 

Jim Crow set-up. . . . It was our function to keep the organ-

ization smoothly and to make better contracts for the work ers. 

We had quite a struggle with the old Japanese contractors wh o 

formerly controlled the situation. The struggle went on f or a 
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couple of years, but it was a losing battle for them. They 

began to blackball me more and more, but by that time the 

unions were getting too powerful. The C.I.O. was getting 

stronger and stronger, and we had become affiliated with i t. . . 

By 1940 the union was very strong and we managed organize 

100 per cent. In the cannery work alone, we managed to raise 

the average wage level from #35 a month in 1933 to over #1 15 

a month plus room and board by 1940. Of course, the dep ression 

days had a lot to do with the extremely low wages for the 

cannery workers around 1933, but the wages only climbe d slowly 

after that, and it did not go up rapidly until the union g ot 

in. We also managed to get the working hours lowered from 

10 hours a day to 8 hours. This was more of the American 

standards. Another thing was that the union improved the 

payment for overtime work from 20 cents an hour to 60 cents . 

Other improvements were in living and working condition s, and 

we also managed to get bargaining power. 

Although conditions were thus vastly improved, employmen t in 

the Alaska canneries was still unsatisfactory as a perman ent means 

of livelihood for the Nisei. The only more hopeful avenues f or the 

future were (1) finding new Caucasian employers, (2) sta rting busi-

nesses of their own, but caters£ Sto a general clientele, and (3) 

seeking employment in some cities other than Seattle. Non e of these 

was, however, an easy or practical solution for the Nisei . 

1. Case History No. 17. 
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TABLE 

Monthly Earnings of ©fc- Nisei (born In 1921 or before) 
Employed In Oriental Art Goods Stores, San Francisco, 1 940 

Male Female 

Less than $50 0 2 
$50 - $59 2 5 
$60- $69 3 7 
$70 - ¿79 5 11 
{80 ~ $89 4 1 
|9Q - $99 3 2 
$100 - $149 4 0 
More than $150 0 
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The disproportionate earnings between males and female s is ex* 

plained partly by the fact that many of the Nisei males eith er 

held managerial positions or were salesmen in wholesale tr ades 

and received commissions in addition to their regular s alaries. 

There were also 18 Issel and 3 Kibei employed in Oriental 

art goods stores. The educational level of these Issel w orkers 

(15 males and 3 females) was higher than found in most o ther 

occupations, all except 1 had had some high school educ ation or 

higher in Japan, 4 being college educated. The Issei male s held 

higher positions on the whole, 10 reporting themselves as managers. 

Their monthly wages were therefore higher; of 13 Issei re porting, 

only 2 received less than $100; 6, more than $100 but less  than 

$150; and 5, more than $150. The Issei females, however, receive d 

wages similar to those earned by the Nisei females: with tw o 

reporting, one earned $60 per month and the other $75. 

There were 18 Issel, 1 Nisei, and 1 Klbel tabulated in th e 


