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My Issei baseball project started nearly 20 years ago with the purchase of this picture tick-
et on eBay. I have never heard of this team before. 
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I reached out to Japanese American baseball expert Kerry Yo Nakagawa who provided me 
with a newspaper clipping showing that the ticket came from the 1911 Japanese Baseball 

Association or JBBA. 
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Realizing that nobody had examined early Japanese America baseball, I decided to investi-
gate. Using online newspaper databases, I was able to reconstruct rosters and schedules. I 

found nearly 400 Japanese American games before World War I.
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Using genealogical databases, I was able to find out more the players and their families. 
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Through their children’s obituaries, I was able to contact the families of four of the original 
players. These families provided me with photographs, letters, and stories. I also took a 

trip to Japan to meet family members and see the player’s birthplaces. 
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Five years of research revealed stories about the beginnings of Japanese American baseball 
and the Japanese immigrant experience.  

Today, I will tell you the story of one of these early Japanese baseball pioneers. 
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In May 1904, the Uyeda family gathered in their garden. 
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Eighteen-year-old Tetsu Uyeda put the final spade of soil around a camphor sapling. 
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He had just graduated from Yamaguchi High School and was about to leave for California. 
Two of his brothers, Junjiro and Takatomo, had plans to follow him. Tetsu gave a short 

speech. He had planted the sapling with two desires. “That the family would remember them 
forever after they left,” and that both “they and the tree would have big futures.”
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Born into the samurai class, the boys’ father Minoru had the second largest landholding in 
Yamaguchi Prefecture and served in the Imperial Diet. 
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Following Japanese law and tradition, Minoru’s eldest son would inherit the entire estate and 
the younger brothers were expected to build their own lives. Minoru had wanted Tetsu to 

attend the military academy after high school. But Tetsu had other ideas. 
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While attending Yamaguchi High School the three middle Uyeda brothers became avid base-
ball players. Tetsu was drawn to his English teacher—a young American named Raymond 

Porter Gorbald who had played baseball for Cedarville College. 
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Gorbald coached the baseball team and entertained his players with tales about the Major 
League stars. Enamored by the stories, Tetsu decided to forgo a career in the military and 

instead move to the United States to become a professional ball player. 
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“I caused a great commotion in my family by announcing that I was not going to the army 
school—but to America,” Tetsu recalled. After six months, I convinced my parents that 

nothing could change me, for in America I had centered all my hope and ambition.”
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Tetsu had intended to enroll at USC and play on the school’s baseball team but he found 
that his English too weak to attend an American university. Instead, he got a day job in Los 

Angeles, studied English at night and played amateur baseball on the weekends. 
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Tetsu became renowned for his speed, winning the 200-yard dash at a 1905 festival held by 
Japanese immigrants in Los Angeles. 
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At the time, America was enthralled by Japan and all things Japanese. 
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Guy Green, the owner of the Nebraska Indians Baseball Club, decided to capitalize on the 
fad by creating an all-Japanese baseball team to barnstorm across the Midwest. It would 

be the first professional Japanese team on either side of the Pacific. 
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Although Green would claim that he had “scour[ed] the [Japanese] empire for the best play-
ers obtainable,” he did nothing of the sort. In early 1906 Green instructed Dan Tobey, cap-
tain of the Nebraska Indians, to form a team from Japanese immigrants living in California. 
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Among the players Tobey recruited were Tetsu Uyeda and his older brother Junjiro, who 
had just arrived in the US. Tetsu could barely believe his luck. His dream of becoming a 

professional ballplayer was about to come true. 



21

The players congregated in Lincoln, Nebraska, 
in early April to practice. Green and Tobey 
soon realized that many of their recruits 

were not skilled enough to play at the inde-
pendent level. Green cut half of the Japanese 
from the roster and replaced them with Na-
tive Americans —probably hoping that most 
spectators would not be able to tell the dif-
ference. Throughout the season, the balance 
between fielding a completive team and an 

all-Japanese lineup would be an issue. 
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Led by player/Manager Tobey, Green’s Japanese Base Ball Team embarked on a twenty-
five-week tour that covered over twenty-five hundred miles through nine Midwestern states. 
From April 15 to October 10 the team played about 170 games against town teams and in-

dependent clubs. 
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At the time, there were so few Japanese living in the Midwest that many rural farmers had 
never seen a Japanese person. 
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So, Green’s advertisements emphasized the players’ foreignness and the uniqueness of 
the team. A typical announcement read, “Green’s [team] are the most novel baseball 

organization the world has ever known. Every player is a genuine Japanese. Not one of 
them can speak a word of English. They do all their coaching in Japanese and is cer-

tainly the most Japanesy Japanese you have ever listened to.” 
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Playing on the public’s fascination with the Russo-Japanese War, Green also concocted fic-
tional backgrounds for his players. For example, the shortstop Ken Kitsuse became a war 

hero wounded the Battle of Mukden. And utility player Tozan Masko became the nephew of 
the famous Admiral Togo. 
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The advertising worked and thousands came to watch the team play, sometimes traveling for 
a day by wagon just to reach the ballpark. Most of the spectators enjoyed the show which 
often included a Jiu Jitsu exhibition prior to the game. “The greatest event of the baseball 

season!” proclaimed Illinois’ Stark County News.
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In general, the team was well-received by opposing teams, spectators and the media. The 
racist cartoons and language so common at the time in California newspapers was nearly ab-
sent in the Midwestern papers covering the squad. At times, however, fans and reporters 

objected that Tobey did not field an all-Japanese lineup. The editor of the Bradford Stark 
County Republican grumbled, “It is a misnomer to call this team a Japanese team. Their 

manager is perpetrating a fraud upon the public.”
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The team did experience open bigotry 
at the ballpark at least once. Accord-
ing to the Des Moines Register, in a 
contentious game in Garner, Iowa, on 
September 3rd “the unruly crowd 
rushed into the diamond several times 
… and called the Orientals harsh 
names.” In the ninth inning, an argu-
ment broke out on the diamond and a 
fan threw a baseball at Dan Tobey, 
supposedly knocking him unconscious. A 
member of the Japanese team then 
threw the ball back into the crowd. 
After the game, the Garner Sheriff 
arrested this unidentified Japanese 
player and fined him $1.00. Despite 
the ruckus, the Hancock County De-
mocrat declared it “the best game of 
the season,” noting, with exception of 
the arrested player, “the Japanese 
were all gentlemanly fellows and be-
haved nicely.”
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The team did well on the field, winning 122 of the 142 games for which results are known.  
But at the end of the season, Green disbanded the club. 
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In 1908, Tozan Masko, Admiral Togo’s supposed nephew, decided to form his own Japanese 
team in Denver and continue barnstorming. 
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Anxious to continue his baseball career, Tetsu joined the club along with his younger brother 
Takatomo. 
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Masko created and printed cus-
tomized stationary. The letterhead 
announced in bold black ink, “Annual 
Tour of Mikado’s Japanese Base Ball 
Team. Direct from the schools and 
universities of Japan. The most 

marvelous team of genuine Japanese 
ball players on earth and the only 

one in America.”
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The Denver Rocky Mountain News embraced the enterprise noting “With a team picked as 
this one is of the greatest players in Japan, a triumphal tour of America is expected.” 
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But the rival the Denver Times, owned by William Randolph Hearst who opposed Japanese 
immigration, was less supportive. 
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In mid-April the Mikado’s season began with three games in Denver before heading east 
through Kansas and into Missouri. They were not a strong club. The Mikado’s defeated two 
small high school teams and some town teams but were no match for the two colleges they 

played and were slaughtered by the African-American Lexington Tigers. 
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In mid-May it began to rain. It poured for weeks, flooding downtown Kansas City and base-
ball diamonds throughout the region. Unable to schedule games, the Mikado’s abandoned the 

tour and returned to Denver after playing just 22 games. 
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Tetsu would remain in Denver for several years, working for the Union Pacific Railroad and 
playing amateur ball. 
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In 1912, Tetsu, now known as Tom, moved to St. Louis to work as a waiter at the St. Louis 
Country Club, the playground for the city’s elite. Ambitious and smart, within two years Tom 
became the club’s head waiter. “I was anxious to find how I could best develop my personal-
ity. So, I watched the guests at the club and patterned myself accordingly, for I too want-
ed to be cultured and considerate.” He learned well and eventually became the club’s manag-

er, a surprising position at the time for a Japanese. 
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In 1917, Tom defied convention by marrying Lulu Lamb, a 30-year-old American-born 
woman of Irish-English descent. At the time, Japanese-white marriages were illegal in Mis-
souri. To circumvent the law, Tom and Lulu married in Illinois on their way to their honey-

moon in Chicago. 
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The couple would remain happily married for almost 39 years,  

having a daughter named Vivian. 
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By the mid-1930s, Tom had become a respected member of St. Louis society and the most 
successful of the city’s 46 Japanese residents. He was Managing Director of the elite  

Bridlespur Hunt Club with an annual salary of $4,000
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and owned a luxurious $25,000 home. 
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In the fall of 1937, the Japanese Board of Tourist Industry appointed Uyeda as its hon-
orary representative in Missouri to promote friendship between the two countries and to 

furnish information to those traveling to Japan. 
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A few months later, Tom received an invitation to speak at a meeting of the Pacific Move-
ment of the Eastern World on the conflict between Japan and China. Uyeda balked, saying 
that knew little about the topic but that he could talk about “the Japanese country, our 

history, our habits or customs.” 
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In February 1938, he addressed about 300 people, nearly all African Americans, at Pythian 
Hall in St. Louis. “I just told a few things about how our children are raised, our education, 
our culture [and] our history.” He returned home, probably thinking that it had been an un-

eventful, albeit unusual evening. Instead, the day would change his life. 
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Tom did not know that the FBI had categorized the Pacific Movement as a dangerous insur-
gent group. Run by a Filipino con man, posing as a Japanese named Ashima Takis, the group 
advocated the worldwide unification of non-white races under the leadership of Japan and 

was actively recruiting disenfranchised African Americans in East St. Louis. 
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As the likelihood of war between the US 
and Japan grew, the FBI began gathering 
information on Japanese living in America. 

The bureau made a list of community 
leaders, dubbing them “Suspect Enemy 

Aliens.” without assessing these individu-
als’ loyalty or their potential threat to 

the country. 
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As the most visible and integrated Japanese man in the city, Uyeda made a tempting target 
for the politically ambitious and overzealous U. S. Attorney Harry C. Blanton, who as his 

obituary noted, was “preeminently endowed with patriotic fervor and national pride.”
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On the evening of December 7, 1941, 3 FBI agents barged into the Bridlespur Hunt Club 
and arrested Tom. Agents searched Uyeda’s home, confiscating Japanese-language pam-

phlets and letters. 
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Tom would spend almost three months in the city jail before facing charges. On February 
26, 1942, at a closed-door hearing in the grand jury room on the fourth floor of the Fed-
eral Building, the Enemy Alien Hearing Board reviewed his case. Uyeda was not allowed to 

have an attorney present. 
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In the heart-wrenching transcript that I retrieved from Uyeda’s previously classified FBI 
file, Tom protests his innocence as Blanton claims that his speech at the Pacific Movement 
meeting and routine correspondence with the Japanese consul in Chicago were proof that 

Uyeda was either an active Japanese agent or was in a position to aid his former country. 
Blanton offered no concrete evidence. 
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According to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, “Numerous patrons of the hunt club intervened on 
Uyeda’s behalf, but ... Blanton and the Enemy Alien Hearing Board disregarded all pleas.” 
After just a few hours the board sentenced Uyeda to prison as an enemy of the state. 
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While Uyeda was incarcerated and unable to testify, he became a scapegoat during the trial 
of members of the Pacific Movement. Before a grand jury on September 22, 1942, Blanton 
contended that Uyeda had helped create a “Fifth Column” of armed African-Americans to 

aid a Japanese invasion of the United States. There was, of course, no evidence that Uyeda 
was involved in the Pacific Movement. 
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During his three years in captivity, federal officials attempted to parole Uyeda but each 
time Blanton blocked Tom’s early release. 
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The U.S. government finally released Tom Uyeda in December 1945, with “a clean bill by 
the Washington authorities.” Despite his unjust incarceration Tom proclaimed, “I can hon-
estly say that I have always been loyal to this country, and my love for this country shall 

remain the same until my death.”
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In 1954, he became an American citizen 
and returned to managing clubs and 

restaurants before dying from a heart at-
tack in 1956. He did not live to see his 

daughter Vivian marry the great-grandson 
of Adolphus Busch, co-founder of the  

Anheuser- Busch brewery. 
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I would like to tell you that Harry C. Blanton paid for his purposeful miscarriage of justice. 
But he did not. Instead he was hailed as a defender of the country. 
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But some understood his true nature. 
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If you would like to learn more about the early pioneers of Japanese American baseball, 
please check out my book Issei Baseball. 
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