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NEWS New Densho Director 

Meet Naomi Ostwald Kawamura (p. 2). 
Photo: Densho (Yumi Freitag).

Consul General Celebrates UW Japan Studies and Washin Kai

By David Yamaguchi
The North American Post

FEATURE Japanese Hotel 
Businesses, 1920 - 1940 

Ikuo Shinmasu mines the "North 
American Times" to document the 
extent of Issei commercial real estate 
holdings in pre-WWII Seattle (p. 6). 
Image: Shinmasu

O n  F r i d a y ,  A u g u s t  1 2 ,  t h e 
Consul General of Japan in Seattle 
hosted a reception for the Japan 
Studies program at the University 
o f  Wash ington ,  Depar tment  o f 
Asian Languages & Literature. The 
gathering notably highlighted the 
work of Washin Kai, a volunteer group 

affiliated with the program’s classical 
Japanese studies. One reason for the 
gathering was to recognize Washin 
Kai’s establishment of an endowment 
fund, which will foster the program’s 
continuation into the future. A second 
purpose was to promote networking 
among teachers of Japanese language 

around Greater Seattle. For this reason, 
representatives of the latter were also 
invited.

Classical Japanese at UW involves 
the study of Japanese language, 
literature, and culture before Japan 
renewed contact with the West (1854). 

Invited reception speakers, from left: Paul Atkins. Jeffrey Riedinger, Dianne Harris (all UW), 
Leslie Yamada (Washin-Kai), Zev Handel (UW), and Consul General Hisao Inagaki. Right, 
wife Yuki Inagaki. Photo: Consulate-General of Japan in Seattle. (All remaining photos: DY)

continued on page 5
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Above: Harris and Inagaki wield mallets while Yuko Kikuchi (Washin-Kai) narrates.
Below: From left, Maki Kawamura (CGJ staff), Nobuko (Niki) Nakamitsu (Washin-Kai), 
Mari & Mamoru Tomisawa (Shirafuji Sake Brewery), Hideki Kageyama (CGJ staff).

SUMMER
ALL THINGS JAPANESE SALEALL THINGS JAPANESE SALEALL THINGS JAPANESE SALE

August 20th, 10AM - 5PM  |  August 21st, 10AM - 2PM 
at the JCCCW ワシントン州日本文化会館 1414 S Weller St., Seattle, WA 98144

Please check for updates at www.jcccw.org/atjs

By David Yamaguchi
The North American Post

continued on page 6

Besides helping the underfunded UW 
program raise long-term funding, 
Washin Kai’s two short-term goals 
have been (a) to raise fellowship 
funds to support graduate students in 
classical Japanese literature and (b) to 
support public educational events that 
increase awareness and appreciation of 
Japanese culture. 

The best known Washin Kai events 
of late have been Prof. Paul Atkins’ 
annual lectures. From them, attendees 
and NAP readers have gained a basic 
or better understanding of Japanese 
cultural mysteries beyond what most 
of us had previously known. Owing to 
these Zoom-based talks, we can now 
participate in conversations on Noh 
(classical theater), Rakugo (Japanese 
sit-down comedy), and the “Hyakunin 
Isshu” (“100 poems by 100 poets”).

Tu r n in g  to  th e 
r e c e p t i o n ,  Yu m i 
I w a s a k i ,  o n e  o f 
t w o  Wa s h i n - K a i 
co-chairs ,  ser ved 
admirably as  the 
evening’s mistress 

of ceremonies. The 
lineup of speakers she was charged 
with introducing was truly outstanding. 
Each proved to be an exceptional 
speaker (as did Iwasaki-san!), in part 
because most are UW professors, well-
practiced in the art. Moreover, nearly 
all had some pearl of wisdom to impart 
to the attentive listener.

Consul General Hisao Inagaki spoke 
first. He began by reciting the Japanese 

kotowaza about the frog in the well:
“ I  no naka no kawazu taikai  o 

shirazu.” The frog in the well knows not 
the great ocean. 

As Inagaki-san explained, the frog in 
the well knows only the blueness of the 

sky above. His interpretation was that 
it is important to both “Be curious and 
know the limits of our own knowledge.”

Regard ing  c la s s i ca l  Japanese 
literature, he commented that it is 
important to study to be reminded of 

how times have changed, yet also of 
how they have remained the same. 

“We can learn from the past and 
learn from the future,” he said. He 
closed by expressing his gratitude to 
the UW Japan Studies program for its 
work.

Dianne Harris (Dean, UW College of 
Arts & Sciences) took the podium next. 
The historian of built environments 
shared her own history of teaching a 
class, “The history of world landscapes,” 
and how her two lectures on Japan 
were both among her favorites and 
deeply moved her students.

Finally, visiting Japan herself in 
December  2019 ,  she  descr ibed 
it as a “late-life transformational 
experience.” She shared her view that 
it is “profoundly important for students 
at UW to benefit from the experiences 
that Washin Kai makes possible.”

Next , Zev Handel, professor of 
Chinese and chair of the Department of 
Asian Languages and Literature, spoke. 
As explained by Iwasaki-san, he wrote 
a book titled “Sinography.” It concerns 
how other languages adapted written 
Chinese to write their own languages. 
(Japanese, of course, is one such 
language.) 

A m o n g  h i s  r e m a r k s ,  H a n d e l 
explained that since 1951, there has 
always been a specialist in classical 
Japanese literature. Of these, Paul 
Atkins is only the fifth one. 

Moreover,  Hande l  cont inued , 
“the scholarly enterprise cannot be 
understood by a study of the present 

Yumi Iwasaki

UW and Washin Kai, from page 1
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Continues from Aug. 12 (napost.com)alone.” So at UW, we teach Hindi and Bollywood, but 
also Sanskrit…”

Next, Leslie Yamada, of Washin-Kai, addressed the 
audience. It was her speech that disclosed the new 
Washin Kai endowment (formally, the Washin Kai 
Endowed Program Support Fund).

She said, “Today we announce the Washin-Kai 
Endowment at the UW.” She explained that the 
name Washin Kai comes from a combination of two 
phrases, “the heart of japan” and “kai” (a meeting or 
society).

She and her late husband, gastroenterology 
researcher Tadataka “Tachi” Yamada, made the 
leading gift to the endowment.

The Caucasian American explained that “being able 
to live in Japan even for a short time was the best gift 
my parents gave me.”

Reiterating the evening’s recurrent theme, she 
said, “one cannot have a rich contemporary culture 
without the past.”

Yamada said she “felt it was important to help the 
study of Japanese literature at the UW.”

Paul Atkins, professor of classical Japanese, came 
next. 

He commented that “it is so good to know that I 
am not alone” (in valuing historical Japanese studies). 
He explained that “classical Japanese is the language 
that brought us treasures such as haiku poetry, the 
“Heike Monogatari” (“The Tales of the Heike”) and 
the “Tale of Genji.”

Atkins continued by introducing the term “mujō,” 
which is the basic concept that “nothing endures, no 
one abides, and nothing is permanent; everything 
is temporary.” It is a way of thinking that enabled 
medieval Japanese people to survive war, disease, 
and famine…” 

To illustrate mujō, he recited the famous opening 
lines of “Tales of the Heike.” 

"Gion Shōja no kane no koe, 
Shogyō mujō no hibiki ari ; 
Shara sōju no hana no iro, 
Shōsha hissui no kotowari wo arawasu. 
Ogoreru mono hisashikarazu, 
Tada haru no yo no yume no gotoshi; 
Takeki hito mo tsui ni wa horobinu, 
Hitoe ni kaze no mae no chiri ni onaji." 

Atkins followed with a translation, 

"The tolling of the bell at the Jetavana monastery
contains the sound of the impermanence of all

actions;
and the colors of the blossoms of the twin Sala

trees
express the principle that those who prosper will

surely decline.
The proud ones are not long for this world,
they are merely like a dream on a spring night.

The fierce people too will perish in the end,
they are nothing but dust before the wind.”

From there, Atkins explained that mujō perhaps 
inspired the better known Japanese phrase, “Ichigo 
ichie.” It means that “today is a special moment that 
will not be repeated…” 

In turn, Yuko Kikuchi of Washin Kai explained 
“kagami-biraki,” or “sake-barrel opening.” It is 
a traditional ritual in Japan that is performed at 
weddings, at New Year’s, for the opening of new 
businesses, and for housewarming parties. 

She explained that the lid of the cask represents 
harmony, and that by opening it, we pray for good 
health and happiness.

Shirafuji Sake Brewery donated the sake. The story 
behind this brewery is a story in itself.

The family has been brewing sake since 1716. 
Two 21st generation (!) representatives, Mari and 
Mamoru Tomisawa, were present from Fukushima. 
Their main facility is two miles from the infamous 
tsunami-crippled nuclear power plant. They lost two 
family members in the disaster. They had to leave 
their home. However, on visiting Seattle, Mari said 
she “had a good feeling” about it. She especially 
saw the Seattle winter as being very similar to that 
of Fukushima for sake brewing. Thus, the family 
worked with a local architect to start its first brewery 
in Seattle. The reception’s sake was from their first 
batch made in Seattle.

Kikuchi-san taught, then led the crowd in yelling 
“Yoisho, Yoisho, Yoisho” as the ceremonial lid was 
broken by Consul General Inagaki and Dean Harris. 
Wooden sake cups were passed to those interested 
in having a taste.

The evening’s formal program came to an end with 
Jeffrey Riedinger, UW Vice Provost for Global Affairs, 
offering a toast.

He said, “We live in times of extraordinary 
challenges and extraordinary opportunities…  This 
is a moment for knowledge diplomacy…. a time 
for those of us (in academia and other outward-
looking activities) to build bridges (when politicians 
are at odds)… I am delighted we have this private/
public partnership to celebrate this remarkable 
achievement.”

Naomi Minegishi, a founding member and present 
co-chair of Washin Kai, provided brief concluding 
remarks to the formal portion of the reception. She 
reminded those present that we will next have an 
opportunity to gather at its Oct. 19 fall lecture, “What 
is Haiku?”

In a later email, Minegishi summarized the larger 
significance of the pleasant summer gathering. 

“This event has put wind in our sails to grow the 
endowment for future students.”

More on the UW Washin Kai Endowment Fund is 
at: asian.washington.edu/washin-kai-friends-classical-
japanese

History of Seattle Nikkei Immigrants 
from the 'North American Times' 

Editor ’s note. In the last issue, Shinmasu began 
explaining how much hotel real-estate Seattle Japanese 
Americans held before World War II. We left off with an 
interview with Manpei Miyagawa, head of the Japanese 
hotel union, that was printed in the ”North American 
Times” on Feb. 14, 1919.

The January 1, 1920 “North American Times” (NAT) 
published a piece titled “Our Readiness” which further 
quoted Manpei Miyagawa.

“You know, I don’t like to consider myself the new 
hotel rich, the authority, or someone who became a 
success. It’s not only because I haven’t really reached 
that state. If I make myself a source of that kind 
of information in a newspaper or a magazine, or if 
people talk about me (in that way), it will make me 
seem frivolous and lead to some unwanted results. 
Hahaha. I have seen a truly amazing rise of the 
business over the past three years. It’s true that we 
will see a solid foundation for the future of my peers 
and their businesses, if things keep growing like this 
for the next two or three years. But in my opinion, 
it’s not beneficial for one to expand one’s business 
substantially.”

Miyagawa ran Puget Sound Hotel, a giant hotel 
with 445 rooms at the corner of 6th Avenue and 
South Dearborn Street (map).
Complaints Against Japanese Hotel Businesses

In the midst of such developments, the NAT 
published quite a few articles on people complaining 
about the high prices of hotel rooms and the 
excessive buying and selling of hotels. At the same 
time, it published ones praising the development of 
hotel businesses.
“Domination of Japanese Hotels Could Be Root of 
Future Trouble" (Part 1, NAT, Oct. 16, 1918)

“There are about 250 hotels that are owned by 
Japanese. From the waterfront to Seventh Avenue, 
you can find 100-plus hotels, all of which are 
run by Japanese. We can probably say that most 
of the major hotels in south Seattle that mainly 
serve workers are operated by the Japanese. Their 
customers are mostly Caucasian workers, specifically 
those working in shipbuilding yards.

“We have warned our readers many times in our 
paper that Caucasian customers are feeling antipathy 
toward Japanese hotels and making complaints, due 
to hotel businesses being inhospitable. The recent 
increase in hotel charges seems to continue nonstop, 
with no set ceiling. It’s such a loathsome thing to say 
that ‘those who can’t afford it should not use it.’ Sales 
people should explain that ‘the increase in hotel 
charges happens only naturally because the labor fee 
in the hotel business has gone up and the laundry 
fee has gone up. But the way the hotel charges are 
increasing these days is incomparable to how the 
cost of materials is rising.

“Today, the owners are charging a dollar or a dollar 
and half for a room that’s usually worth around 50 
cents. In a more extreme scenario, they would take 
unfair advantage of their customers and charge two 
dollars for a room, which is outrageous. With more 
people buying and selling hotels these days... they 
have paid an unthinkable amount (100 dollars per 
room) for their property, which consequently forces 
them to increase the hotel charge absurdly – this 
serves as an irritation to customers.

In an article titled “Future of Japanese Hotel 
Businesses in Seattle,” Eihan Okiyama commented on 
this complaint (NAT, Jan. 1, 1919).

“We can’t deny the negative aspects of its growth. 
First, because the price of hotels has skyrocketed 

This series explores the history of the pre-war 
Japanese community in Seattle by reviewing articles in 
"The North America Times" These have been digitally 
archived by the University of Washington and Hokubei 
Hochi Foundation (hokubeihochi.org/digital-archive). 

Publication of this series, the first extensive mining 
of the online NAT, is a joint project with discovernikkei.
org, a website supported by the Japanese American 
National Museum, Los Angeles. 

By Ikuo Shinmasu
Translated by Mina Otsuka
For The North American Post

Reception faces. Left: Yumi Iwasaki and Nobuko (NIki) Nakamatsu (both of Washin Kai), Bruce Rutledge (“Origami 
Magazine”), and Paul Atkins. Right: Naomi Minegishi (Washin Kai, left) with Naoko Shatz (Shatz Law), Yuka 
Shimizu (Bellevue Children’s Academy), and The Honorable Anthony Gipe (Kent Municipal Court).

UW and Washin Kai, from page 5

Across recent years, the NAP has been the 
publication outlet for numerous in-depth interviews 
of intriguing people by contributor Elaine Ikoma Ko. 
Her interviews scheduled for publication monthly this 
Sept. to Dec. include:
• Kenji Lopez-Alt , famous Japanese American 
cooking star; 
• Naomi Ishisaka, "Seattle Times" columnist; 

Forthcoming Autumn NAP Interviews
• Mercedes Luna, Yonsei fundraiser, Wing Luke 
Museum; and 
• Tom Ikeda, outgoing executive 
director and founder of Densho.

Subscribe so as not miss an 
issue.

Subscription QR code




