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INTRODUCTION

Baseball has been a vital part of Japanese American 
culture for over a hundred years. Before World War II, 
thousands of children and adults played in organized 
leagues throughout the United States. The games 
became a meeting place for the community—a place 
to socialize, discuss local concerns, talk business, 
swap gossip. The top teams challenged white and 
African American nines, entered regional tournaments, 
and occasionally traveled to Japan. Regional stars 
became celebrities and heroes to the Japanese 
American youth. A handful of players even played 
professionally in the minor leagues, becoming 
beacons of ethnic pride. This passion for the game 
became crucial during the war, when Japanese 
Americans were sent to internment camps. The sport 
provided an outlet for the frustrations of a people 
unjustly removed from their homes and helped build 
morale and a sense of normalcy during this difficult 
time.  

Japanese American baseball in the 1920s and 1930s, 
as well as the game’s importance during internment, 
are well documented. But how did baseball become 
such an important part of Japanese American culture? 
I tackled this question in my book Issei Baseball: The 
Story of the First Japanese American Ballplayers. The 
book focuses on a group of young men who settled in 
Los Angeles and formed the core of the first 
professional Japanese barnstorming teams. The 
Pioneers of Japanese American Baseball is an 
extension of Issei Baseball. While researching the first 
book, I encountered dozens of photographs and 
references to early Japanese American baseball that I 
could not include in that volume. I would like to share 
these stories and pictures here. 
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This book is just an introduction. More information 
about these teams and players can be found in Issei 
Baseball or in the references provided on page 70. 
The sections are arranged in chronological order, but 
there is overlap as most teams were active for a 
number of years. Readers will also notice that a 
number of men played on several teams. I have tried 
to include every pre-1912 team and major player in 
this volume, but researching early Japanese 
American baseball is challenging. Mainstream 
newspapers rarely focused on Japanese immigrant 
social life and few issues of early Issei newspapers 
survive (even those that do exist rarely mention 
baseball). Much of our information comes from old 
photographs, oral tradition, and scattered newspaper 
references. There are undoubtedly teams and players 
that I have not identified. Hopefully, future 
researchers will uncover more of this fascinating and 
important history.
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THE BEGINNINGS OF JAPANESE BASEBALL

Baseball arrived in Japan in 1872, just four years after the Meiji Restoration. 
Emerging from 250 years of self-imposed isolation, Japan found itself 
lagging behind the Western powers in many fields. To modernize quickly, 
the Japanese government imported Western advisers and teachers. One of 
these was Horace Wilson, a baseball fanatic from Gorham, Maine, who 
introduced the game to his students at Daiichi Daigaku (renamed Kaisei 
Gakko the following year). Other American teachers, including Albert G. 
Bates and Edward Mudgett, also taught baseball to their students.  

Despite the game’s introduction in 1872, few, if any, formal matches were 
played until 1876. That summer, members of the foreign community played 
students from the Imperial College at Tokyo in the first documented 
international game in Japan. The foreign team—which included Mudgett 
leading off and playing at second base, Horace Wilson batting third and 
playing in left field, and Henry Willard Dennison, the vice-consul of the 
United States, batting cleanup—won 34–11. A member of the foreign team 
wrote, “The Japanese take a great deal of interest in the game, and, as they 
are very quick and generally good throwers, they will make fair players with 
some instruction.” 

Left: woodblock illustration of Japanese boys 
playing baseball, from the Japanese Ministry of 

Education’s 1894 Elementary School Reader
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In the 1880s, the game flourished in Japan’s elite private schools and soon kimono-clad young men could be seen 
batting balls throughout Tokyo. Baseball, however, did not become truly popular until 1896 when Ichiko High School 
surprised the American adult team from the Yokohama Country and Athletic Club by winning three straight games. By 
the end of the series, the schoolboys were national heroes and the popularity of the game exploded.

Early twentieth century postcard of boys playing baseball in Japan
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Within a few years, baseball became Japan’s National Pastime—played at nearly every middle school, high school, and college in 
the country. Many Issei ballplayers, such as the Uyeda brothers who attended Yamaguchi High School, learned to play the game 
in their Japanese schools before coming to the United States. 

Yamaguchi High School baseball team, circa 1903
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THE YEDDO ROYAL JAPANESE TROUPE 

About the same time as Horace Wilson introduced baseball to Japan, an unlikely group of Japanese in the United States was 
learning America’s national pastime. In August 1871, the Yeddo Royal Japanese Troupe of acrobats arrived in San Francisco 
from Tokyo. The troupe of thirteen or fourteen Japanese and two British managers would spend the next six years performing 
across the U.S. During the troupe’s stay in Washington DC in June 1872, a game of baseball was arranged between the troupe 
and “a picked nine from the Olympic and National Base Ball Clubs.” The match was a publicity stunt—advertised as an oddity—
as the Japanese had no understanding of the game.  

1868 Peck and Snyder Brooklyn Atlantics

The Yeddo Royal Japanese Troupe, circa 1872

Daily Morning Chronicle, June 6, 
1872
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For two days the acrobats trained with Asa Brainard, 
the Washington Olympics starting pitcher and former 
member of the 1869 Cincinnati Red Stockings 
(baseball’s first professional team). On June 7, the 
Japanese and Americans met on the diamond. The 
game lasted five innings and ended in an 18–17 
Olympic victory. Impressions of the game differed. 
The Baltimore Sun reported, “The game . . . was a 
complete fizzle. The Jap[anese] did not know the first 
principle [of] the game, and never would have made a 
run if the picked nine choosed [sic] to prevent it.” 
Washington’s Daily Morning Chronicle, in an article 
republished nationally, added, “The Jap[anese] 
enjoyed the fun, and, through the courtesy of the 
Olympics, were allowed to make seventeen runs.” 
Washington’s Daily National Republican, on the other 
hand, exclaimed, “The game . . . came near [to] being 
a victory for the Orientals. The style in which they 
handle the ball and bat somewhat astonished our 
boys and had not rain stopped the game there was a 
fair prospect for a ball going to Japan.” 

The Yeddo Royal Japanese Troupe played a second 
game on June 14 against the Dolly Varden Club. Once 
again, the Japanese came up short—either by a 27–23 
or 32–21 score (newspaper reports differ). A third 
game, scheduled for June 18 in Baltimore against the 
Diamond State Base Ball Club, was cancelled due to 
“the inability of two of the Jap[anese] to play.” There is 
no evidence that the Yeddo Royal Japanese Troupe 
played ball again during its stay in the U.S. Its entry 
into the annals of baseball was fleeting, and despite 
the report in the Wilmington, Delaware, News Journal 
that “the Jap[anese] are desirous of learning our 
National Game, and on their return to their distant 
home will be the first to introduce it into the ancient 
Empire of Japan,” there is no evidence that the games 
impacted the development of baseball on either side 
of the Pacific.

Top left: Daily National Republican, June 8, 1872 
Top right: Chicago Evening Post, June 14, 1872 
Bottom: Daily Morning Chronicle, June 5, 1872
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In their effort to modernize, the Japanese government not only imported teachers but also sent talented students to study 
abroad during the 1870s and 1880s. Many of these young men became baseball enthusiasts. Returning home after studying in 
the United States, they helped popularize the game in their native land.  

NINETEENTH CENTURY JAPANESE STUDENTS

In 1871, fifteen-year-old Hiroshi Hiraoka came to the U.S. He 
attended the Lewis Grammar School in Boston before 
working at several locomotive manufactories. During his six 
years in America, Hiroshi became a passionate ballplayer 
and fan. Returning to Japan in 1877, Hiraoka landed a job 
with the Shinbashi-Yokohama Railroad and immediately 
introduced his new co-workers to baseball. The following 
year (1878) he organized the Shinbashi Athletic Club—
Japan’s first private baseball club, and in 1882 he created the 
country’s first true diamond. Hiraoka was enshrined in the 
Japan Baseball Hall of Fame in 1959 as one of the fathers of 
Japanese baseball. 

Count Nobuaki Makino, who later became Lord Keeper of 
the Privy Seal and the personal advisor to Emperor 
Hirohito, was supposedly the first Japanese to play the 
game—although this might be more myth than fact. The 
second son of Toshimichi Okubo, one of the three 
architects of the Meiji Restoration, ten-year-old Nobuaki 
accompanied his father on the Iwakura Mission in 1872. 
When the senior diplomats left the U.S., Nobuaki stayed 
behind and went to school in Philadelphia where he 
learned to play baseball. 
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A young member of Hiraoka’s Shinbashi Athletic Club would 
become the first Japanese to play college ball in the U.S. The 
son of Yosaburo Hashiguchi, a samurai from Kagoshima, 
Aisuke Kabayama was adopted by Count Sukunori 
Kabayama, an admiral and eventual Governor-General of 
Taiwan. Aisuke attended school in Tokyo where he started 
playing baseball and tennis. In September 1885, he enrolled 
at Wesleyan College in Connecticut. A month later, 
Kabayama represented his new school at the Inter-Collegiate 
Lawn Tennis Association tournament in New Haven. 
Although he would primarily remain a tennis player, 
Kabayama also played shortstop for the baseball squad. In 
September 1888, he transferred to Amherst College where 
he focused on gymnastics. Kabayama would eventually 
become a successful businessman, politician, and president 
of the America-Japan Society.  

Top: 1886 Wesleyan College baseball team, Kabayama is in the back row on the far left 
Bottom: Count Aisuke Kabayama in 1913
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On June 7, 1897, Patsy Tebeau, the player-manager of the Cleveland Spiders, whose outfield 
already included Native American Louis Sockalexis, shared some choice news with a reporter 
from the Washington Post: “We are going to enlarge the curio department of the Spiders. 
Sockalexis is the feature of our museum now. … Besides Sockalexis…, I will place a five-foot-
three Jap[anese]. This Jap[anese] is built like little Cub Stricker [the Cleveland infielder who 
stood 5-foot-3 and weighed 138 pounds] and is a relative of Sorakichi, the Japanese wrestler, 
who died a few years ago. He was brought to my attention by Pete Gallagher, the old catcher, 
who is now a politician in Chicago. [He] has played on amateur teams in Chicago. He is swift as 
a bullet and can hit in the .300 class, so Pete believes. He handles himself like a seasoned 
veteran. I will spring him on the public next season. These museum attractions on a ball team 
are box-office successes.”  

About a week later the Cleveland Plain Dealer announced, this “report is confirmed by a letter 
from Manager Tebeau. ‘We will have the wonder of the age in the near future and will make the 
greatest ball player that ever stood in uniform,’ writes Tebeau. … [He] is the half-brother to 
Sorakichi [Matsuda], the famous wrestler, and is himself a juggler and a wonderful athlete. With 
little knowledge of the American game, he has done some marvelous things on the diamond.” 

Tebeau, however, did not follow through on his plan, and newspapers provide no more 
information on this mysterious Japanese ballplayer. His reported half-brother, Sorakichi 
Matsuda, was well known to most sporting fans in the 1880s. Born in 1859 in Japan, Matsuda 
was a trained sumo wrestler with the name Torakichi before emigrating to the U.S. in 1883 and 
becoming a professional wrestler. He wrestled throughout the northeast and Great Lakes area, 
facing the world’s top wrestlers during his seven-year career before he died penniless in 1891. 
No record of Matsuda having a half-brother or other relatives in the U.S. has been found. It is, of 
course, highly possible that Tebeau claimed that the Japanese player was a relative of the 
famous wrestler to help publicize the prospect. 

Some writers were skeptical of the story. “Tebeau has some great stories on his list,” reported 
the New York Evening Journal. “Some of his tales are wonderful and easily hold the league 
record. [This] is a sample of the yarns he has spread broadcast in the West.” The mystery 
remains: did Tebeau nearly sign a Japanese player in 1897—67 years before Masanori Murakami 
became the first Japanese in the majors— or was the entire story concocted to amuse fans? 

Patsy Tebeau 

THE MYSTERY OF SORAKICHI MATSUDA’S HALF BROTHER

Sorakichi Matsuda 
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The first Issei teams emerged in Hawaii, where 
large numbers of Japanese had immigrated to 
work on the islands’ sugar plantations. In 1896 
Reverend Takie Okumura, concerned about the 
moral and physical welfare of children left on their 
own while their parents toiled in the fields and 
mills, established a Japanese kindergarten and the 
Honolulu Japanese Elementary School. Three 
years later, he organized his students into a 
baseball team called the Excelsiors. Although just 
youths, the Excelsiors are the first known all-
Japanese team organized outside of Japan. Within 
a few years, other Japanese youth teams were 
created on the islands.  

Adult teams followed, and in 1908 the first 
Japanese baseball league was established in 
Honolulu with five teams. Games were usually 
played at A’ala Park. A decade later, the Hawaiian 
Islands fielded dozens of organized Japanese ball 
clubs at all levels, playing in both Japanese and 
multiethnic leagues. 

In 1905, Steere Noda organized the Asahi. Hawaii’s 
most famous Japanese team began as a Nisei 
youth squad but transformed into an adult team as 
the players matured. Over the years, many of the 
islands’ greats, including Andy Yamashiro, Kenichi 
Zenimura, Kenso Nushida, and Wally Yonamine, 
played on the club. 

EARLY JAPANESE BASEBALL IN HAWAII

The Hawaii Asahi, circa 1906

The ballfield at A’ala Park in Honolulu 
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In the continental United States primary 
sources for early Japanese immigrant 
baseball are scarce—almost nonexistent. Few 
copies of Japanese immigrant newspapers 
prior to 1906 survive, and mainstream 
American newspapers mostly ignored Asian 
players and teams. As a result, there is no 
primary evidence of a Japanese immigrant 
team on the mainland before 1904. But oral 
tradition states that the first Issei team began 
in San Francisco when famed artist Chiura 
Obata founded the Fuji Athletic Club in the 
fall of 1903 and designed the team’s 
interlocking FAC logo. Tradition also states 
that the following year a group of young men 
from Kanagawa Prefecture organized the 
Kanagawa Doshi Club in the Bay City. 

Top: the Fuji Athletic Club, circa 1906 
Bottom: the Kanagawa Doshi Club, circa 1904

ISSEI BASEBALL IN SAN FRANSISCO
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Above left: The first known mention of the Fuji Club. On October 18, 1908, Shin Sekai 
noted that the Fuji would play in Berkeley at Dwight Way near the train tracks at 1 P.M. 

Above right: The Pacifics (Fuji) vs. Waseda, April 17, 1911 
Right: Chiura Obata from the S.F. Call, April 18, 1911 

Newspapers show that the Fuji Athletic Club was active with both football and 
baseball teams from 1908 to at least 1912. On December 26, 1909, the Fuji took 
on the Chinese Imperials on the gridiron. Chiura Obata started at halfback 
during the 10-0 loss. Calling themselves the Pacifics, the baseball squad played 
both Waseda and Keio Universities during their 1911 tours and later that summer, 
using the Fuji moniker, tackled the San Francisco Police team and an Issei club 
from Sacramento. Team members included pitcher Chiura Obata, Setsuo 
Aratani, and the following players known only by their last names: Nakane, 
Kochi, Kotani, Honma, Furuya, Maruyama, Sudo, Mura, Matsuda, and Matsumaru. 
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Masakazu “Frank” Nonaka 
circa 1960

In 1907, the same year that San Francisco tried to remove 
Asian children from predominately white schools, the city’s 
Lowell High School baseball team featured the first known 
Japanese battery on an American school squad. On the 
mound stood Masakazu “Frank” Nonaka, who had arrived in 
the U.S. in 1903 as an 18-year-old. Known as a curveball 
artist, Nonaka was the school’s ace from 1907 to 1909 and, 
according to the San Francisco Examiner was “rated among 
the best of the pitchers in the Academic League.” Henry 
“Kotani, his teammate, is a consistent backstop,” noted the 
Examiner. “While not ranked as a star, he always plays a good 
game. Few stolen bases have been charged up to him, his 
accurate throws most always cutting off any attempted 
steals.” Both young men also played football and baseball for 
the Fuji Athletic Club. Neither pursued the game after 
graduation. Nonaka became a successful importer and 
community leader. Kotani moved to Hollywood and became 
an actor and cameraman. In 1920, he returned to Japan 
where he became a well-known director, famous for 
introducing American motion picture producing techniques.

On April 7, 1912, San Francisco’s Japanese Baseball League 
played its first games. The league consisted of six teams: the 
Fuji (T. Nakane, mgr), Harbor View (R. Sakagame, mgr), 
Oakland (Y. Iki, mgr), Berkeley (K. Adachi, mgr), Alameda (H. 
Nakada, mgr), and the Students (Y. Fujita, mgr). Dr. Nasami 
Nakabayshi served as president, Chiura Obata as treasurer, 
and Yashira Nakahaira as secretary. Little is known about the 
league after July 1912 but the Harbor View team was still 
active in 1917.

Henry Kotani 
circa 1930

S.F. Chronicle, April 6, 1912

Seattle Daily Times, November 25, 1907
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Newsmen at the Rafu Shimpo organized 
Los Angeles’ first Issei baseball club in 
1904. The players probably began with 
informal pick-up games but soon 
coalesced into an organized team called 
the Japanese Base Ball Club of Los 
Angeles. Takejiro Ito, a 25-year-old 
medical doctor, acted as the club’s 
president and players included 
newspaper writers Toyo Fujita, Hanzaburo 
Harase, Tozan Masko, Kotan Saito and 
Yoshio Sato as well as Ken Kitsuse and 
Atsuyoshi “Harry” Saisho.  

Each Sunday the club practiced or played 
other amateur teams on the sandlots east 
of the Los Angeles River near East First 
Street. These games were “celebrated as 
a healthy form of entertainment in the 
Japanese community,” remembered a 
longtime resident of Japantown. 

In 1906, the core of the team would play 
for Guy Green, becoming the first 
Japanese-American professional 
barnstorming squad. When the players 
returned from the tour, they formed a 
new team known as the Nanka.

First mention of the  
Japanese Base Ball Club of LA

JAPANESE BASE BALL CLUB OF LOS ANGELES

The Heimin Shinbun on July 16, 1905 
noted that a team from the Rafu 

Shimpo had been together for about a 
year

Dr. Takejiro Ito, 
team president



15

In 1905, John McGraw of the New York Giants supposedly tried to sign a Japanese player. On February 10, the New York Times 
reported, “When the New York National League players start south on their training trip they will be accompanied by a Japanese 
ball player, who answers to the name of Shumza Sugimoto. He is 23 years old, an outfielder, and played last year with the Cuban 
Giants. While McGraw does not expect the Japanese to make the team, he has consented to take him South, and see what there 
is in him. Sugimoto is a jujutsu expert . . . [and] weighs only 118 pounds, but it is said can handle a man who tips the scales at 175.” 
The next day the Elmira Gazette and Free Press added that Sugimoto was “a remarkable outfielder, a fine batter and skillful base 
runner [who] is likely to be put into regular service in center field.” Other publications picked up the news and added that 
Sugimoto “was a masseur at the Hot Springs, where McGraw found him and took him on the field to try him out.”  

Even if Sugimoto had the ability to make the Giants, his eligibility to play in the National League was in doubt. McGraw told 
Sporting Life, “The question as to whether a Mongolian can play in the National League will be raised in time.” On February 25, the 
Oakland Tribune ran an article questioning the validity of barring Japanese, noting, “All this talk of drawing the color line on 
Sugimoto seems rather incongruous when one recalls the fact that Bender, Sockalexis, and other Indians have been allowed to 
play in the big league.” “There is nothing in the by-laws and constitution of the National League which would prevent Sugimoto 
from making his appearance at the historic Polo Grounds.” Sugimoto seemed indignant that he could be barred from playing. 
Sporting Life reported that he “does not like the drawing of the color line in his case and says he will remain a semi-professional 
with the Creole Stars of New Orleans if his engagement by the Giants will be resented by the players of other clubs.”  

Modern baseball card of Shumza Sugimoto by Gary 
Cieradkowski. As there are no known images of 

Sugimoto, his face is not visible

THE MYSTERY OF SHUMZA SUGIMOTO

Whether it was on account of race or ability, McGraw did not sign Sugimoto, and he disappears 
from the records. Attempts to trace his baseball career with the Cuban Giants and Creole Stars, 
or his personal life have been fruitless. A tantalizing document, however, suggests his possible 
past. On March 10, 1904, the Louisiana, out of Havana, docked at New Orleans. Among the 
passengers was the Sugimoto Acrobat Troupe from Japan, which joined the Great Floto Show, a 
traveling circus, and toured throughout the west and Louisiana. The troupe consisted of 44-year-
old K. Sugimoto and his five sons. The eldest, recorded in the passenger list as S. Sugimoto, born 
about 1881, was the same age as Shumza Sugimoto. Although it is possible, it seems unlikely that 
there were two 23-year-old athletes from Japan named S. Sugimoto living in the area during the 
winter of 1904–5. 
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In the spring of 1905, Isoo Abe, one of the founding fathers 
of Japanese baseball, brought his Waseda University 
baseball team to America. His goals were twofold: to teach 
his players “scientific baseball,” and to increase international 
goodwill through the mutual love of the game.  

At the time, hostility toward Japanese immigrants was high 
in California. Initially, many newspaper writers mocked the 
Waseda players for challenging American teams at the 
National Pastime. Nevertheless, it was the first time a foreign 
ball club had come to the U.S. and the public was 
fascinated. Newspapers across the country covered the 
games and featured the team’s two stars: the diminutive 
pitcher Atsushi Kono, who started, and usually finished, 
every game on the tour except one; and the mustached, 
slick-fielding shortstop Shin Hashido.  

The team stayed on the West Coast from late April to mid-
June, playing against colleges, high schools, and amateur 
teams. Although Waseda won just 7 of their 26 games, their 
ability surprised their opponents and onlookers. The 
Japanese players impressed nearly all with their base-
running, fielding and sportsmanship. During a game in 
Bakersfield, California, Waseda “played with sufficient vim 
and vigor and comported themselves with such uniform 
courtesy as to win the admiration as well as the sympathy of 
the grandstand.” As the tour progressed, the tone of the 
newspaper articles covering the games shifted. Instead of 
mocking the foreigners, the writers concentrated on 
baseball, treating the Waseda players as individual 
ballplayers rather than representations of their race. Abe’s 
team had won respect, and his mission had, in some small 
part, succeeded.

1905 Waseda baseball team

THE 1905 WASEDA UNIVERSITY BASEBALL TOUR

Waseda’s visit helped establish baseball as an integral part 
of Japanese American culture. Hundreds of Japanese 
immigrants attended the games—many coming together as 
a community for the first time. As they cheered for Waseda, 
they coalesced into a group, united by pride in their 
countrymen's ball playing. “Almost every Japanese 
inhabitant of the town has shown the keenest interest in the 
success of their favorites,” noted the L.A. Times. “To the 
Japanese southern California community it was an 
inspiration to witness a Japanese team,” remembered one 
of the fans. In the tour’s wake, amateur Japanese teams 
sprang up along the West Coast.
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Born on March 10, 1879 in Tokyo, Shin Hashido learned to play 
baseball at Aoyama Gakuin, a private Methodist school, where 
he became the team’s ace pitcher. After graduation, he enrolled 
at Waseda University in 1902 becoming the team’s shortstop and 
captain until 1906. 

During Waseda’s 1905 U.S. tour, he impressed nearly all 
observers with his glove work. “Every liner, fly or grounder within 
reach of the tiny shortstop was nailed and disposed of with 
unerring precision,” the San Francisco Call reported. The San 
Francisco Chronicle added, “Captain Hashido, the fast fielding 
little short stop … accepts difficult chances with a sureness that 
shows long training in the game.” Besides being one of the best 
fielders, he is regarded as the heaviest hitter on the field.” 

Hashido was also admired for his intellect. He was a top student 
and talented writer. When the Waseda team returned to Japan, 
Hashido published the book Recent Baseball Techniques, which 
introduced his countrymen to the latest techniques learned in 
the U.S., including the hit and run, the art of bunting, and the 
windup. 

After graduating from Waseda in 1906, Hashido returned to 
California as a reporter for the Yorozu Choho. Often writing 
under the nom de plume Togo Yamashita, he sent dispatches on 
Japanese immigrant life back to Japan to be published in the 
Osaka-based newspaper. His articles focused on the injustices 
faced by his countrymen in the U.S. To better understand the 
trials of Japanese itinerant day laborers, Hashido spent a season 
working the fields and orchards for a dollar a day—reporting on 
the experience in a series of moving articles. 

In early 1909, Hashido joined the LA-based Japanese Base Ball 
Association during their first attempt to become a professional 
barnstorming team. 

ISSEI BASEBALL PIONEER: SHIN HASHIDO

He stayed in California for several more years before 
returning to Japan and becoming a sportswriter for 
the Osaka Asahi Shimbun. In 1920, he helped 
organize Japan’s first professional baseball team—the 
Nihon Athletic Association. He became an inaugural 
member of the Japan Baseball Hall of Fame in 1959. 

Shin Hashido, circa 1905
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In 1906, much of the United States was enthralled by Japan and all 
things Japanese. Japan had just emerged as the improbable victor 
in the Russo-Japanese War and the Waseda University baseball 
club had recently toured the West Coast. Guy W. Green, the owner 
of the Nebraska Indians Baseball Team, decided to capitalize on 
the fad by creating an all-Japanese baseball club to barnstorm 
across the Midwest. It would be the first Japanese professional 
team on either side of the Pacific, as pro ball would not come to 
Japan until the 1920s. 

The early twentieth century was the heyday of barnstorming 
baseball. Independent teams crisscrossed the country playing in 
one-horse towns and large cities. There were all female teams, 
squads of only fat men, clubs of men sporting beards, and teams 
consisting of “exotic” ethnicities. These independent squads were 
often called “semi-professional” to differentiate them from teams 
in Organized Baseball (clubs formally associated with Major 
League Baseball), but they were professional enterprises. The 
teams signed players to contracts, paid salaries during the season, 
provided transportation and housing on the road, charged 
admission to games, and were intent on turning a profit.  

Although Green would claim that he had “scour[ed] the [Japanese] 
empire for the best players obtainable,” he did nothing of the sort. 
In early 1906 Green instructed Dan Tobey, the Caucasian captain 
of the Nebraska Indians, to form a team from Japanese immigrants 
living in California. Tobey recruited most of his players from the 
Japanese Base Ball Club of Los Angeles.  

The players congregated in Lincoln, Nebraska, in early April to 
practice. It soon became evident that not all of the recruits were 
skilled enough to play on a professional independent squad, so 
Green and Tobey decided to bolster the roster with Native 
Americans —hoping that most spectators would not be able to tell 
the difference.

Guy W. Green 

Born in 1873 in Ottawa, Illinois, Green graduated 
from the University of Nebraska Law School in 
1897. The following year, he created the Nebraska 
Indians Baseball Team—one of the era’s premier 
barnstorming squads. In 1906, he formed his 
Japanese Base Ball team. He would later own the 
Lincoln, Nebraska franchise in the Western 
Association and sponsor a team of native 
Hawaiians in 1912. Green retired from baseball in 
1913, eventually becoming an evangelist 
preacher. He died in 1947. 

GUY GREEN’S JAPANESE BASE BALL CLUB
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Advertising Card 
Top row from L to R: Umekichi Kawashima, Kato, Kotan Saito, Naito 

Bottom row from L to R: Shoichi Motohashi, Junjiro Uyeda, Tozan Masko, Ken Kitsuse, Tetsusaburo Uyeda, Toyo Fujita
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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 independent clubs.  

In 1906, there were so few Japanese living in the Midwest 
that many rural farmers had never seen a Japanese person. 
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 certainly the most Japanesy Japanese you have ever 
listened to.”  

Playing to the public’s fascination with the Russo-Japanese 
War, Green also concocted fictional backgrounds for his 
players. For example, the shortstop Ken Kitsuse became a 
war hero wounded in the Battle of Mukden, and utility 
player Tozan Masko became the nephew of the famous 
Admiral Togo. 

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 jujutsu exhibition prior to the 
game. “The greatest event of the baseball season!” 
proclaimed Illinois’ Stark County News.

Umekichi “Kitty” Kawashima 
Outfielder, Green’s Japanese Base Ball Team 

Kawashima would go on to play for the Nanka, the Denver Mikado’s, 
the Japanese Base Ball Association, and the Denver Nippon Club
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The team did well on the field, 
winning 122 of the 142 games for 
which results are known, and often 
elicited praise from local 
newspapermen. “Green’s team of 
Japanese ball players,” noted a writer 
for the Perry Chief Reporter, “won by 
superior ball playing—scientific 
playing. The teamwork…, especially 
in the matter of bunting, was the 
best by far ever seen in Perry. Their 
base running was of the best and 
each player worked hard to help his 
teammates across the plate.”  

Not withstanding their success, at 
the end of the season, Green 
disbanded the club.  

Despite the lengthy tour and the 
uniqueness of the club, The Sporting 
News, as well as big market 
newspapers in New York, 
Washington and Los Angeles, did not 
cover or even mention Green’s 
Japanese team. As a result, the first 
professional Japanese players had 
little impact on the national or 
international baseball scene and 
were soon forgotten. But the tour 
marked the true beginnings of 
Japanese American baseball. After 
the season, the players returned to 
the West Coast to form their own 
independent Japanese ball clubs.

Riley Regent, April 13, 1906

Perry Daily Chief, August 24, 1906

Des Moines Register, August 1, 1906

Kato
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The first Japanese professional baseball game took place not in Tokyo, not 
in Osaka, or even in Japan, but in a tiny town in Northeastern Kansas. 

After leaving their training site outside of Lincoln, Nebraska, Green’s 
Japanese Base Ball Team headed south. Their first stop was Frankfort, 
Kansas, a small town of about 1,400, where they would play the town’s high 
school squad.  

On Sunday, April 15, 1906 the two teams met on a leveled field just outside 
of town. There were no grandstands or bleachers—spectators sat and 
stood on a raised berm that surrounded the diamond. The high schoolers 
took the field in brand-new red and grey uniforms while the Japanese 
squad wore white pants reaching just below the knees, maroon stockings, 
and maroon jerseys.  

As the high school contained just 41 students, the match should have been 
an easy victory for Green’s independent team. Perhaps seeing the game as 
an opportunity to allow his weaker players to gain experience, manager 
Dan Tobey started a mostly Japanese lineup. But Tobey had 
underestimated the skinny, 15-year-old redhead on the mound. The 
teenage ace, Fairfield “Jack” Walker would go on to pitch for the University 
of Kansas in 1911-12 and professionally in the Class D Nebraska State 
League and the Eastern Kansas League.

Frankfort KS, 1908

THE FIRST JAPANESE PROFESSIONAL GAME TOOK PLACE IN …. KANSAS?

The schoolboys jumped out to an early 4-1 lead after three innings, 
forcing Tobey to bring in what the Marshall County Index called “five 
professional American players.” The visitors battled back, scoring in every 
inning after the second, to win 11-8. The Frankfort Review reported, “A 
large number of people witnessed the game and they pronounced it one 
of the best games ever played here.”  

The near loss to schoolboys confirmed Tobey’s view that many of his 
Japanese players were not talented enough to play professionally. 
Green’s squad would stay on the road until October 10, but there is no 
record of the team using an all Japanese starting lineup again. 

Marshall County Index, April 20, 1906
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The third son of a member of Japan’s Imperial Diet, Tetsusaburo 
“Tom” Uyeda was born in 1886 in Yamaguchi Prefecture. While 
attending Yamaguchi High School, Tom and his two brothers, Junjiro 
and Takatomo, became avid baseball players. Their coach, a young 
American named Raymond Porter Gorbald, entertained his players 
with tales about the major league stars. Enamored by the stories, 
Tom dreamed of becoming a professional baseball player. There was 
no pro ball in Japan so immediately after graduating in 1904, he 
immigrated to the United States.  

Tom had intended to enroll at the University of Southern California 
and play on the school’s baseball team, but he found 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. In early 1906, Dan Tobey recruited Tom and his 
older brother Junjiro, who had just arrived in the U.S., for Green’s 
Japanese Base Ball Team. Tom could barely believe his luck. His 
dream of becoming a professional ballplayer was about to come 
true. 

Uyeda spent the summer of 1906 playing second base for Green’s 
squad. After the team disbanded in October, he worked for the 
Union Pacific Railroad for a couple of years as a labor recruiter. 
Anxious to continue his baseball career, Tom, along with his younger 
brother Takatomo, joined Tozan Masko’s Denver Mikado’s team in 
1908. For the next four years, Uyeda stayed in Denver playing with 
the Mikado’s.  

In 1912, Uyeda retired from baseball and moved to St. Louis, where 
he eventually became the manager of the Bridlespur Hunt Club and 
one of the city's most prominent Japanese residents. On December 
7th, 1941, the FBI arrested Tom on the trumped-up charge of being a 
Japanese spy. He spent most of the war in jail before being 
exonerated in December 1945. Tom Uyeda died of a heart attack in 
1956.

Tetsusaburo “Tom” Uyeda, 1906

ISSEI BASEBALL PIONEER: TETSUSABURO “TOM’ UYEDA
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An all-around athlete, Shunzo Takaki was probably the first Japanese 
to play college football in the U.S. and the second Japanese to play 
on an American collegiate baseball squad.  

The son of Baron Kanehiro Takaki, the Surgeon General of the 
Imperial Navy, Shunzo attended Tokyo Higher Commercial School 
where he learned jujutsu, tennis, and baseball. As his father was a 
nutrition expert, Shunzo ate properly and grew to 5’ 6” tall and a 
muscular 160 lbs.—quite large for a Japanese at the time. In 1904, he 
came to the U.S. to visit the World’s Fair in St. Louis and to study 
“physical culture … to detect the deficiencies of the Japanese in 
athletics.” In September of that year, he enrolled as a freshman at the 
University of Pennsylvania to study business at the Wharton School. 
One month later, he represented Penn at the inter-collegiate lawn 
tennis championship held at the Merion Cricket Club. 

Shunzo became a popular student at the university. He told a 
reporter from the Philadelphia Inquirer, “I want to be treated by the 
students not like a foreigner, but just like one of them. I want to learn 
well the English and American customs, which I like very much. … I 
am very fond of games of all kinds. But, most of all, I like tennis and 
baseball. These we play very much in my home. … I will not play 
football; that I do not like.” In the spring of 1905, he was the starting 
third baseman on Penn’s freshman baseball team, batting in the fifth 
spot. 

Despite his earlier reservations about football, he joined the team in 
the fall of 1905. He picked up the sport quickly, starting at end for 
the “scrub team” and was expected to be called up to the varsity 
squad later in the season. But on October 21, 1905 Shunzo broke his 
ankle during practice, ending his rookie football season and 
preventing him from playing baseball in the spring of 1906. 

Shunzo Takaki, 1907

ISSEI BASEBALL PIONEER: SHUNZO TAKAKI
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Shunzo returned to the gridiron in the fall of 1906. He entered the game against 
Lehigh on September 29 as a substitute, becoming the first Japanese to play 
collegiate football in the U.S. Newspapers reported that he “was playing brilliantly 
at end,” when less than a week later, he flunked his team physical due to an 
enlarged heart and was forced to leave the team. In the spring of 1907, Shunzo 
made Penn’s varsity baseball team. A local newspaper noted that he was “a good 
thrower and one of the leading hitters in the squad.” But once again, bad luck 
struck. On April 15, Takaki’s hand was spiked when he slid into second base during a 
game against Niagara University. He would miss several weeks of the season but 
would still earn a varsity letter.  

After graduation in the spring of 1908, Shunzo returned to Japan and married 
Tatsuo Mitsui. As the daughter of Takakage Mitsui, head of the Mitsui mining 
interests, Tatsuo was considered the wealthiest woman in Japan. Shunzo joined the 
Mitsui company and the couple moved to New York in 1909. Shunzo died in January 
1919 at the age of 36 when he was hit by a bus while crossing Riverside Drive at 
125th Street.

Philadelphia Inquirer, September 27, 1906

St. Louis Post-Dispatch, June 26, 1904
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In late 1906 or early 1907, Atsuyoshi “Harry” 
Saisho formed the Nanka Japanese Base Ball 
Club (Nanka was short for Nanbu Karifournia or 
Southern California) in Los Angeles from 
members of Guy Green’s team. They were soon 
joined by Waseda University graduate Kiichi 
Suzuki and Saisho’s childhood friends Shichiji 
Kikuchi and Minori “John” Sohara. 

“We were crazy about baseball,” Suzuki recalled. 
“Nothing was more interesting than playing 
baseball on Sundays and holidays when we were 
young. We never took jobs that would prevent 
us from taking Sunday off, no matter how good 
the opportunity was.” With open discrimination 
and even outright violence towards Japanese 
common in the period, the team was unable to 
join any of the area’s numerous baseball 
leagues. Instead, the squad played other 
unaffiliated white, African American, or Latino 
amateur teams.  

Nanka players in 1908

NANKA
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In 1908, the players decided to live together so they could 
focus on baseball. They rented a bungalow at 635 South Maple 
Avenue in downtown LA. An open lot behind the house 
provided the young men with a place to practice. There was 
just one problem—tracks from the nearby trolley lines ran 
through their field, disrupting play and adding an element of 
danger to their games. 

Above: Nanka practicing behind 635 South Maple Ave. 
Right: 1910 Baist’s Real Estate Surveys showing the practice field 
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After spending the first half of 1908 training, the 
Nanka players had a chance to prove themselves at 
Venice Beach’s July 4th program that featured a 
baseball game between American and Japanese 
teams. Probably to the surprise of most of the 
spectators, Nanka dominated the American squad, 
winning 19–3. The next morning, the LA Times ran a 
three-column-wide picture of the team, listing the 
players’ names, along with an accompanying article. 
The astonished reporter admitted, “The [Japanese] 
show a surprising knowledge of the game.” With the 
victory, Harry Saisho decided it was time to turn the 
Nanka into an independent professional team and 
lead it “in a triumphal tour of the [United] States.”

Shichiji Kikuchi,  
Nanka outfielder, circa. 1908
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The Nanka, circa 1908
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Called “the leading light in the Japanese athletic colony,” 
Atsuyoshi “Harry” Saisho was one of the founding fathers of 
Issei baseball. He was born in Miyakonojo on Japan’s southern 
island of Kyushu in 1882. Saisho learned the game at Miyazaki 
High School where he played catcher and was captain of the 
team that won the prefectural championship in 1901.  

After graduation, Saisho attended Waseda University’s 
language school before immigrating to San Francisco in 1903. 
Two years later, he moved to Los Angeles and, along with his 
lifetime friend Ken Kitsuse, joined the baseball club at the Rafu 
Shimpo newspaper. Although he did not make the roster, Harry 
accompanied Guy Green’s Japanese club during their 1906 
barnstorming tour.  

The following year, Harry organized the Nanka baseball team in 
Los Angeles. The club played other amateur teams for several 
years but Saisho dreamed of turning the squad into a 
professional barnstorming team. In 1909, he recruited former 
Waseda University captain Shin Hashido, renamed the team the 
Japanese Base Ball Association, and made arrangements to tour 
the Midwest. But the plan failed after the team lost their first 
three games. Two years later, Saisho tried again and led the 
JBBA across the Midwest playing about 130 games in five 
months. During the tour, Harry realized that his baseball skills 
had declined, and he left the diamond to promote the team.  

After the 1911 season, Saisho retired from baseball and focused 
on farming until 1921, when he organized the Sherman Indians’ 
baseball tour of Japan. The tour was a financial disaster and left 
Harry bankrupt. During World War II, Harry and his family were 
interned at the Amache Relocation Camp in Granada, Colorado. 
In 1946, the Saishos returned to Los Angeles where Harry would 
die in 1976.

Harry Saisho, circa 1908

ISSEI BASEBALL PIONEER: ATSUYOSHI “HARRY” SAISHO
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Founded in 1906, the Nippon was the oldest Issei 
team in the Northwest. Shigeru Ozawa, one of 
the founding players, recalled that the team was 
not very good at first and was only able to play 
the second-tier white amateur teams. Gradually, 
the Nippon improved over the next few years. 

In May 1908, before a game against the crew of 
the USS Milwaukee, the Seattle Star noted that 
the Nippon “play a fine fielding game but are 
rather weak with the stick. They have been 
playing amateur teams around Seattle for the last 
two years.” Two months later, the Seattle Daily 
Times featured the team when it took on the all-
female Merry Widows. Mistakenly referring to the 
Nippons as “the only Japanese baseball club in 
America,” the newspaper reported, “when these 
sons of Nippon went up against the daughters of 
Columbia, viz., the Merry Widow Baseball Club, it 
is a safe assumption that the game played at 
Athletic Park yesterday afternoon was the most 
unique affair in the annals of the national game.” 
Over a thousand fans, including many Japanese, 
watched the Nippons win, 14–8.  

Soon after the game with the Merry Widows, 
second baseman Tokichi “Frank” Fukuda and 
several other players left the Nippon and joined 
the newly founded Mikado club. Both Issei teams 
continued to play in Seattle’s amateur circuit 
until after the 1911 season when the Nippon 
disbanded and merged with the Mikado.

Seattle Nippon, 1908 
From L to R: Michio Saito, T. Kajiwara, Yoshizo Shimada, K. Imai, N. Togo, 
T. Sakada, T. Takano, Tokichi “Frank” Fukuda, Shigeru Ozawa, M. Yatagai

SEATTLE NIPPON
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In 1908, Tozan Masko, the utility-player who Guy 
Green claimed was Admiral Togo’s nephew, decided 
to form his own Japanese team in Denver and 
continue barnstorming. 

In March, he dispatched letters to ball clubs across 
the Midwest asking for games. Printed on customized 
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.” The 
stationary’s reverse side provided the team’s 
background and set forth conditions for potential 
games. Following the lead of Guy Green, Masko 
invented a history for his team, lifting much of the 
language directly from Green’s advertisements. 

THE MIKADO’S JAPANESE BASE BALL TEAM 
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Denver Rocky Mountain News,  
March 22, 1908

The Denver Rocky Mountain News embraced the enterprise. Running a large picture of 
Masko in the sports section, the paper announced, “With a team picked as this one is of 
the greatest players in Japan, a triumphal tour of America is expected.”  

But not all of the media supported Masko’s enterprise. Anti-Japanese feeling was strong 
in Denver as labor union leaders feared the growing Japanese population. The Denver 
Times, owned by William Randolph Hearst who opposed Japanese immigration, ran a 
huge nine-by-seven-inch cartoon mocking the Mikado’s at the top of its sports page. 
Drawn in yellowface style, the images rely on anti–Japanese stereotypes to belittle the 
team and Japanese in general.

Denver Times, February 21, 1908



35

The Mikado’s roster included Kitty Kawashima 
and Tom Uyeda from Guy Green’s squad, along 
with Tom’s younger brother, Takatomo. 
Rounding out the team were George Aoki, B. 
Iwasaki, and E. Toda, pitchers; M. Ito, catcher; 
D. Kimura, shortstop; B. Tada, third base; Joe 
Katow, left field; W. Oya, center field; S. Sato, 
and T. Horiuchi, utility players.  

Ever the promoter, Masko filled the local press 
with tall tales of his team’s prowess: “It is 
evident that they know something about the 
great American game, from the fact that they 
won 141 out of 186 games on the Pacific 
coast. . . . On the team [are] to be found 
representatives of . . . Tokyo University, Kioto 
[sic] University, the Naval College, Yokohama 
Commercial College and Waseda College [sic]. 
. . . The members of the team are all lithe, 
supple young fellows, who ought to play the 
fastest kind of baseball.” 

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. They 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. In mid-May, it 
began to rain. It poured for weeks, flooding 
downtown Kansas City and baseball diamonds 
throughout the region. Unable to schedule 
games, the Mikado’s abandoned the tour and 
returned to Denver after playing just 22 times.

The Mikado’s, April 19, 1908
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Born in 1881 in the village of Niida in Fukushima Prefecture, Takanori Masuko 
spent most of his childhood in Tokyo where he became enamored with the 
newspaper industry. To further his education, he came to the U.S. on his own at 
the age of 14 in 1896. He attended an American high school, where he fell in 
love with baseball. He also simplified his name to Tozan Masko. After 
graduation, he became a reporter for Shin Sekai in San Francisco before 
moving to Los Angeles to work for the Rafu Shimpo in 1904. There, he joined 
the newspaper’s baseball team. Masko accompanied Guy Green’s Japanese 
Base Ball team during their 1906 barnstorming tour, occasionally filling in as a 
utility player or umpire. 

In 1907, the Rafu Shimpo transferred Masko to Denver. The following year, he 
decided to create his own professional Japanese barnstorming team. The 
Mikado’s Japanese Base Ball Team played 22 games in the summer of 1908 
before rain cut their barnstorming season short. After a brief affiliation with the 
Japanese Base Ball Association during their failed 1909 tour, Tozan remained in 
Denver as editor of the Denver Shimpo for nine more years. In 1917, he moved to 
Salt Lake City to become editor of the Utah Nippo and became an umpire in the 
city's amateur leagues. 

By 1921, Masko had returned to Japan and become a sports promoter. That year, 
he brought the American wrestlers Ad Santel and Henry Weber to Japan for a 
series of bouts against judo experts. The tour was a disaster as Masko had failed 
to get approval from the Kodokan Judo Institute and then quarreled with the 
wrestlers over payment. A month into the tour, Masko disappeared with the 
gate receipts, stranding the Americans. A few months later, Tozan arranged a 
tour for the Suquamish Indians and the Canadian Stars baseball teams. As it 
was the first Native American club to visit Japan, Masko expected the 
Suquamish team to draw huge crowds and extensive media coverage. But 
neither happened. After a month, Tozan decided to abandon the project. Once 
again, he simply disappeared, leaving the teams to fend for themselves. The 
Tokyo-area universities played a series of benefit games to raise enough money 
to pay for the teams’ passage back to the United States. Although Masko 
avoided criminal charges, it was the end to his brief career as a sports 
promoter. At this point, he disappears from historical records. Oral tradition, 
however, says that he briefly returned to Niida during World War II to escape 
the Allied bombing of Tokyo and Yokohama. 

Tozan Masko, circa 1912

ISSEI BASEBALL PIONEER: TOZAN MASKO
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In late 1908, Tokichi “Frank” Fukuda, Motomi 
Miyasaka, and Michio Saito left the Seattle 
Nippon to form the Seattle Mikado. Led by 
manager Katsuji Nakamura and first baseman 
Miyasaka, the Mikado soon rivaled the Nippon as 
the city’s top Japanese team. In both 1910 and 
1911, the Mikado topped the Nippon and 
Tacoma’s Columbians in the area’s Nippon 
Baseball Championship, and in September 1910, 
the University of Chicago chose to play the 
Mikado in a warmup game prior to its tour of 
Japan. Chicago won comfortably, 15–1. 

In 1912, Frank Fukuda and several others left the 
Mikado to form the Asahi. The remaining players 
merged with the Nippon and the Mikado 
continued as one of Seattle’s top amateur clubs. 
A fierce rivalry grew between the Mikado and 
Asahi with the two teams vying for the honor of 
being the Northwest’s best Japanese club. 

In early 1914, Miyasaka announced that he would 
take the Mikado to Japan; it would be the first 
time a Japanese American ball club would tour 
the homeland. The team changed its name to 
the Seattle Nippons “to advertise Seattle in 
Japan,” and recruited the top Issei players on the 
West Coast. From Los Angeles, Miyasaka invited 
Ken Kitsuse, the star shortstop of the Japanese 
Base Ball Association, and his JBBA teammate 
Kiichi Suzuki. Miyasaka also invited Masashi 
Takimoto from San Francisco.

Seattle Mikado, circa 1914

SEATTLE MIKADO

Seattle Mikado, 1912 
Back row: Tako Ozawa, Jimmy Koyama, Katsuji Nakamura, Michio Saito, Inaba 
Front Row: Yoshiaki Marumo, Frank Fukuda, Endo, Tamotsu Otani, John Ikeda, 

Motomi Miyasaka 
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To train the Nippons in the finer points of the game, 
Miyasaka hired George Engel, who had spent fourteen 
seasons in the minor leagues, to manage and coach. 
Miyasaka also created a challenging schedule for his 
players. They began their season with games against 
the area’s two professional teams from the Northwest 
League: the Tacoma Tigers and the Seattle Giants. 
Although they lost both games, they felt “well satisfied 
with themselves for they had tackled … professional 
team[s] and had made a run.” 

Throughout the spring and summer, the Nippons 
continued to face the area’s top teams, including the 
African American Keystone Giants and the visiting Keio 
University. Yet in their minds, the most important 
matchup was the three-game series against the Asahi 
for the Japanese championship. The Nippons took the 
first game, 4–2, on July 12 at Dugdale Field, but there is 
no evidence that they finished the series. 

The Nippons left Seattle on August 25 and stayed in 
Japan for almost four months. The players spent most 
of that time touring their homeland and visiting family 
as the baseball tour itself consisted of just eight games
—all played during September against Tokyo’s top 
teams. The Nippons lost 2 of 3 games against Keio 
University, lost one to the Tomon Club, lost 2 of 3 
against Waseda, and tied a single game with the Mita 
Club. 

Returning to Seattle, the club reverted to their Mikado 
name and continued to play in the city’s amateur 
leagues for the rest of the decade.  

Japanese postcard commemorating the September 
20, 1914 game against Waseda

Seattle Nippon & Waseda University in Tokyo, 1914
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Little is known about Tacoma’s Issei teams but surviving 
photographs and scattered newspaper references indicate that the 
city had at least three clubs before 1913. 

The first evidence of Issei baseball in Tacoma comes from a May 25, 
1909 article in the Tacoma Times. “The baseball team of the [USS] 
Tennessee is putting in stiff practice getting ready for the baseball 
games with the Japanese boys of Tacoma Saturday. The Japanese 
are also shaping up and they are expected to give the sailors a 
warm reception. The Japanese rooting will be a feature, as the 
whole Oriental population of Tacoma and the ships will be on hand 
to cheer.” The game, however, was not close, with the sailors 
winning 10-0. 

A photograph taken in front of the Union Steam Laundry between 
1907 and 1910 depicts a dozen men and women dressed in street 
clothes and nine ball players dressed in spiffy dark uniforms 
emblazoned with “Union Laundry.” A second photograph of the 
Union Laundry team is tentatively dated to 1911. The Japanese-
owned laundry was located at 1327 South C Street, one block east 
of the Prairie Line but no information on the team has been located 
in the Tacoma newspapers.  

Tacoma’s top Japanese team, the Columbia, was organized before 
1910. On May 8 of that year, the Columbians met the Seattle Mikado 
to determine the Japanese champion of the Northwest. The Mikado 
won 20-3. The following year the Columbians topped the Mikado 
on May 28. The Columbia team is rarely mentioned in Tacoma’s 
mainstream newspapers; it is unknown if they played in local 
amateur leagues, but they did face Waseda University on July 28, 
1911. The visiting Japanese collegiates won easily 21-1.  

Union Laundry baseball team, 1907-1910

ISSEI BASEBALL IN TACOMA

Columbia baseball team, circa 1910
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The last reference to the team in the Tacoma Times is 
on April 13, 1912 when with Takimoto on the mound 
and Shimada behind the plate, the Columbians lost 5-1 
to the professional Tacoma Tigers. The Tigers 
complained that Takimoto was “the slowest pitcher 
that ever worked in the box. His delayed delivery 
peeved the players on the bench so much that they 
indulged in profanity.” 

Two months later, on June 9, 1912, Takimoto was on the 
mound and Shimada behind the plate for a team 
called the Tacoma Nippon, which may have been the 
Olympics under a new name. The following week, the 
Nippons headed for California. An article in the 
Woodland Daily Democrat explained: “the team is 
under the management of K.Y. Saitow and comprises 
13 students from the northwest who are making a tour 
of California for their vacation. They have been very 
successful in the northern states against amateur and 
semi-professional teams, and since their arrival in 
California have several victories to their credit. Last 
week they defeated the Stockton Merchants, one of 
the best amateur teams in the Slough City, and on last 
Sunday they were defeated by the Brooke Realties by a 
score of 2 to 1. The Sacramento Union [noted]: the 
Japanese played an extraordinary clever game, 
showing excellent judgment in every department, and 
their snappy plays and brilliant rallies brought rounds 
of applause.”  

Returning to Tacoma, the Nippons became the top 
Japanese squad in the city and played in the area’s 
amateur leagues for the next few years.

The Tacoma Nippon and St. Martin’s College, May 1913
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Around 1909 a group of young men in Victoria formed the 
Nippon, the first identified Japanese baseball team in 
Canada. Members included: K. Ichikawa, Y. Ichikawa, K. 
Izumi, T. Kaji, N. Kasahara, M. Mitsui, George Nagano, K. 
Shimizu, T. Suzuki, Frank Sada Uyehara, and T. Wanibe. They 
began by playing the city’s other amateur clubs. On July 11, 
1909, for example, they played the Capitals with the winner 
scheduled to face the Young Chinaman’s Association team. 
At first, the Nippon were no match for the more established 
clubs but a few years later they were lauded for their 
understanding of the game and daring base running. 

Japanese immigrants living across the water in Vancouver, 
organized their own team—also called the Nippon—in 1910. 
That July, the two Nippons faced off for the first time. 
Although the winner of the first game is unknown, the rivals 
met annually to determine the Japanese champion of 
British Columbia. In 1914, Vancouver Japanese created a 
second club—the famous Asahi. The team began as a youth 
squad but transformed into a strong adult team as the 
players matured. The Asahi would eventually win the Pacific 
Northwest Championship five years running, travel to 
Japan, be inducted into the Canadian Baseball Hall of Fame, 
be depicted on a postage stamp, and be the subject of the 
movie Sleeping Tigers: The Asahi Baseball Story. 

Japanese outside of urban areas also played baseball. The 
town of Cumberland on Vancouver Island, for example, 
held an annual baseball tournament to celebrate Victoria 
Day. The local coal miners formed teams based on ethnicity 
and the Japanese team was usually weak. In 1914, the 
Japanese decided to hire ringers from the Seattle Nippons. 
Aided by four recruits, the Japanese miners upset the local 
white Bevan team to win the tournament. 

The Victoria Nippon and the Vancouver Nippon 
at their championship game, September 2, 1911 

Above left: Victoria Daily Times, September 2, 1911 
Above right: Victoria Daily Times, August 29, 1911

ISSEI BASEBALL IN CANADA
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Victoria Nippon, March 27, 1912
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By 1910, greater Los Angeles boasted four Issei clubs: the Nanka, the Nippon, the Hollywood Sakura, and the Hayato/Sanshu. In 
July 1910, the Los Angeles Times reported that the four teams were forming an all-Japanese league. Games would be played each 
weekend at the field at Seventh and Alexandria Streets. The paper noted, “The Japanese colony has much interest in baseball 
and the merchants have hung up many prizes for the team that makes the best showing during the season.” 

The league was loosely organized. Players often switched teams from season to season, teams dropped out, and new teams, 
such as the LA Japanese, joined. 

LOS ANGELES JAPANESE LEAGUE

Nanka Base Ball Club, circa 1913 
L to R: Ken Kitsuse, Tokutaro Tachiyama, Yoshimura, Iki, Kiichi Suzuki, 

Kino, Sera, Isono, Ichiko, Yamanouchi
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Los Angeles Japanese, circa 1912-14 
L to R: Sakashita, Ken Kitsuse, Tokutaro Tachiyama, Ikeda, 

Kiichi Suzuki, Hiroshi Higashimura, Shimada, unknown, 
Fukuda, unknown, Yamauchi, Somekawa

Los Angeles Nippon, 1911 
Top: Tanaka, unknown, Isono, Kondo 

Middle: Murakami, Kubo, Watanabe, Dr. Suyetaka, Fujita, Yamada 
Front: Maeda, Kojima, Ichii
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Nanka Base Ball Club and Los Angeles Japanese, circa 1913-14 
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Kiichi “Onitei” Suzuki, a mainstay of the Nanka, founded the Hollywood Sakura in 1908. The initial roster included only three 
players who had played baseball in Japan, so Suzuki had to teach most of the team the basics, including how to use a mitt. 
Kiyotomi Ito remembered, “Our captain Onitei was quite patient and stable, so the team was united and nobody complained. ... 
We were boisterous—everyone was vital, and we had fun together. ... Whenever we won a game, we were treated to Chinese 
food, but when we lost, we were as miserable as a wet mouse.”  

The Sakura roster included: Kuro Ashina, Toribuchi Hiro, Kiyotomi Ito, Kaihara, Matoba Kameshige, Katagiri, Ihei Kawanishi, 
Mataichi Kusunoki, Shoichi Motohashi, Kojima Shichiro, Riichiro Shiraishi, Kiichi “Onitei” Suzuki, and Kantaro Yamashita. The 
team stayed together until the early nineteen teens. 

Kiichi Suzuki (left) and an 
unknown player, circa 1908
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The Sanshu, circa 1913 
L to R: Kuroe, Takao Makimoto, Itsuna, Takaji Kubo, Hikoji Mokuta, Manager Ken Kitsuse, Senkichi Mori, Seiji Inoue, 

Toshiyasu Yamauchi, Ienura, Takehiko Oyama, Sugimoto

Higashimura, Kitsuse, and Yamauchi, circa 1913

The Hayato were formed in 1908 by players from 
Kagoshima Prefecture. The team lived together at 
600 Olive Avenue. Players included Mokuta, p; 
Oyama, cf; Hiroshi Higashimura, 3b; Uchida, 1b; 
Makimoto, 2b; Kubo, ss; Yamauchi lf; Tajitsu, rf; and 
Seiji Inoue, c. 

As the last mention of the Hayato in the 
newspapers is in May 1910 and the Sanshu team 
appears three months later with many of the same 
players, it is likely that it is the same team with a 
new name. The Sanshu remained active until at 
least 1917. 
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ISSEI BASEBALL IN SPOKANE 

In June 1907, English-language newspapers across the 
U.S. reported that Youshi K. Nakamura, editor of the 
Japanese-language Spokane Times and secretary of the 
Japanese Commercial Club, had organized a ball team in 
the city, known as the Keis Gijiku Club. According to the 
report, Nakamura claimed the team included eight 
former members of the 1905 Waseda University team—
impossible, as no Waseda player, besides Shin Hashido, 
had returned to the United States. Nakamura also stated 
that Issei teams would soon be organized in the nearby 
towns of Cheney, Waverly, and Espanola. The four clubs 
planned to form a league, playing a twenty-game 
schedule starting July 4, 1907, with games each 
subsequent Sunday. The league champion would play a 
champion from the white Spokane leagues. This plan 
probably never came to fruition as no record of the 
league exists, and a September 1908 article in the 
Spokane Press called the Seattle Nippons “the only 
Japanese team in the United States,” adding “a Japanese 
team may soon be formed in Spokane to meet the 
Seattle sons of the island kingdom.” 

Two years later, on June 13, 1910, the Spokane Review 
reported, “The Japanese colony of Spokane has 
organized a baseball team under the name of the 
Nippons. They have been practicing nightly at Manito 
and have equipped themselves with neat gray uniforms. 
They are very anxious to secure games on Sunday 
afternoons with any amateur teams of the city.”

On June 26, 1910, the Review added: 

The Nippon Japanese baseball team … is fast 
making a name for itself. In the four games played 
the Japanese have won two. In the field they are 
fast, covering a lot of territory and throw well, but 
at the bat they meet their Waterloo standing up to 
the plate and not waiting for a good throw. There 
are some players on the team that played 
baseball in Japan. Kavra, the captain and catcher, 
played with the Kagoshima high school in Japan, 
and Togo, the team star, played with the 
Shimonoseki college in Japan. The men look neat 
on the field with gray and white uniforms, and all 
are about the same size, smaller than the average 
American team. … The lineup will be: Kavra, 
catcher and captain; Akashi, pitcher; Naki, first 
base; Shima, second base; Amano, third base; 
Togo, shortstop; Masu, left field; Ima, center field; 
Hase, right field. 

The Spokane Nippons joined the city’s white amateur 
leagues and were active through the 1914 season. 
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Spokane Nippon, circa 1913 

Courtesy of the Northwest Museum of Arts & Culture/Eastern Washington State Historical Society, Spokane, Washington, Ryosuke Akashi photographer, Image L2003-116 



50

TOGO HAMAMOTO 

In early 1911, an intriguing article ran on the sports pages 
across the United States. On January 17th, New York 
Giants manager John McGraw announced that Togo S. 
Hamamoto of Tokyo would be joining the team at Marlin 
Springs, Texas, to observe American “scientific baseball.” 
A press release noted that Hamamoto, “who has the 
backing of a number of influential citizens of Tokyo, . . . 
will devote his time to mastering the game,” to help bring 
professional baseball to Japan. “McGraw plans to do all in 
his power to spread the gospel of the game in foreign 
lands,” the release continued. He “is prophesying that 
some day [sic] a real world’s championship will be played 
with the United States and Japan as rivals.” Newspapers 
across the country, from large-market dailies to bi-weekly 
rags in rural villages, reprinted the announcement. 

About a month later, Hamamoto was in the news again. 
This time, reporters had transformed him from an 
observer into a player receiving a tryout. “Togo is a star 
player among the Jap[anese], and will work out daily,” 
reported the Chronicle-Telegram of Elyria, Ohio. But of 
more interest to the writers were reports that Hamamoto 
would bring his valet and personal cook to training camp. 
He “may do more than merely learn baseball. He 
threatens to change the entire social conditions of ball 
players,” joked an anonymous writer. “When the valet is 
seen trailing Togo’s baseball shoes after a workout with 
the Giants or perhaps pressing his suit and folding it 
neatly away in the locker to await the next practice, it is 
likely to strike the ball players’ fancy and before the 
Giants come north it is more than probable that Togo S. 
will lose the distinction of being the only ball player who 
has his own private valet.” Another writer worried, 
“McGraw fears a valet oiling Togo’s shoes and fanning him 
between innings, may cause the Giants to insurge [sic] 
and ask for the same treatment.”  

Togo Hamamoto, 1911
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On March 9, the sports editor of the New York Times asked, 
“Where is Togo Hamamoto, the Japanese athlete, who was 
going to train with the New York Giants at Marlin Springs? 
Togo burned up the cables getting permission from 
Manager McGraw to get inside information on training a 
baseball team, and McGraw gave him permission to join the 
camp. But he hasn’t appeared, and nothing has been heard 
from him.”  

Hamamoto eventually arrived but he did not bring a valet—
instead he was a valet. 

Born Shizunobu Hamamoto in Nagasaki on December 25, 
1884, he arrived in Seattle on the SS Shimano Maru on April 
22, 1903. He made his way to St. Louis in 1906 and began 
working as a valet for Hugh Kochler, a wealthy brewer. 
Hamamoto also reported on Major League baseball for the 
Nagasaki-based newspaper Sasebo. He attended four or five 
games per week and became friendly with a number of the 
players, including Christy Mathewson.  

Hamamoto’s time at the Giants’ spring training camp, 
however, did not lead to a professional baseball league in 
Japan. Unsuccessful attempts to create a pro circuit did not 
begin until the 1920s and it was not until the creation of 
Japanese Baseball League in 1936 that the country would 
have a stable professional league. 

Hamamoto would eventually turn his back on baseball. A 
few years later, he was in the stands watching his home-
town Browns battle Walter Johnson and the Washington 
Senators when a St. Louis batter popped out in a key 
situation. “Some of the people behind me, and one of them 
was a lady, used such language—oh, it was so bad that I 
decided baseball did not always contain the three cardinal 
principals which I think a sport should have—Dignity, 
Honesty, and Humor. Since then I have not gone to ball 
games.”

Around 1916, while still working as a valet for Kochler, 
Hamamoto took up golf. He played at every opportunity 
and soon mastered the sport. In 1929, he won St. Louis’s 
Forrest Park Golf Club’s championship and went on to play 
in several national amateur championships. Upon his 
father’s death in 1933, he returned to Nagasaki to inherit 
the estate. At the end of World War II, he became an 
interpreter for the police in Haiki, Japan. The year of his 
death is unknown. 

Cartoon depicting John McGraw teaching 
Togo Hamamoto the finer points of baseball, 

Oakland Tribune, January 25, 1911
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In 1911, both Keio and Waseda Universities 
toured the United States. The two teams 
arrived with different goals. Keio came to 
sharpen their baseball skills. Determined to 
surpass their rival Waseda, Keio had hired 
former New York Giants player Arthur “Tilley” 
Shafer to coach the team in 1910. They 
became the strongest squad in Japan and 
now wanted to test their mettle against 
American schools and amateur clubs. They 
performed admirably, leaving with a 21-21-2 
record against top teams, and drawing 
accolades for their skills. 

The Waseda team, following the philosophy 
of Isoo Abe, came to promote international 
goodwill through the mutual love of baseball. 
The team played colleges and amateur 
squads throughout the United States 
(winning 17 of their 53 games), but players 
also met with politicians, attended banquets, 
and gave public lectures about Japan, 
emphasizing the friendship between the two 
nations.

Top: Keio University team, 1910-11 
Bottom: Waseda University team, 1910-11

1911 KEIO AND WASEDA UNIVERSITY TOURS
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During their 1911 tours both Waseda and Keio played Issei clubs. It was the first time that the immigrants faced off against 
teams from their homeland and the games helped spur the growth of Japanese American baseball. 

Above: Keio University played an Issei all-star team from Seattle and Tacoma at Yesler Way Park in Seattle on June 18, 1911
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Goro Mikami was born on November 6, 1889 in Kofu, Yamanashi Prefecture, and played 
outfield for Waseda University from 1910 to 1912. During the 1911 tour of the United States, 
the team played Knox College, a small liberal arts school in rural Galesburg, Illinois. Two 
years later, after Mikami had graduated from Waseda, he returned to the U.S. and enrolled 
at Knox as a freshman. He stayed for three years, becoming the school’s starting 
shortstop and team captain. The Chicago Tribune noted that he was “one of the fastest 
infielders in the middle west.” 

ISSEI BASEBALL PIONEER: GORO MIKAMI

In the summer of 1914, after completing his freshman year, Mikami joined the mixed-race All 
Nations barnstorming team. As the name implied, the team contained players from various 
ethnicities or “nations.” Although the club would entertain audiences with various diversions—
dances, shadow ball, wrestling—the baseball squad itself was top-notch and included several 
great Negro League players such as John Donaldson, Jose Mendez, and Cristobal Torriente. 

Box scores show that Mikami played both shortstop and outfield for the team in August 1914 and 
again in 1915. Nowhere is he listed as “Jap Mikado,” a nickname erroneously assigned to him by 
many historians. Historians have also mistakenly credited Mikami as Japan’s first professional 
ballplayer. Not only did Guy Green’s Japanese Base Ball Team predate the All Nation’s club by six 
years, but Mikami was not even the first Japanese to play for All Nations. From 1912 to 1914 a player 
identified only as “Naito” played right field for the squad.  

In September 1916, Mikami transferred to the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and finished his 
degree in economics. During the summer of 1916, he played in Salt Lake City on the all-Japanese Nippons. 
That same year, Goro’s tennis-star brother, Hachishiro, toured the U.S., playing in over 60 tournaments. 
After graduating, Goro joined Mitsui Bussan, the Japanese trading company, and worked in New York City 
beside fellow Issei Pioneer Shunzo Takaki. Later he headed Mitsui’s Shanghai office before returning to 
Tokyo, where he died in 1958. 

Goro Mikami, 1911
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In early 1909, the Nanka changed their 
name to the Japanese Base Ball 
Association (JBBA), recruited former 
Waseda University captain Shin Hashido, 
and readied to barnstorm across the 
country. Now calling themselves a 
professional club, they began with three 
games in California. But they were not 
ready, losing 9-3 to the African American 
LA Giants, 15-9 to LA High School, and 
17-0 to a Riverside semi-professional 
nine. Kiichi Suzuki later recalled, “[Our] 
team was enthusiastic but incompetent.” 
Disheartened, they canceled the planned 
tour to the east.  

In 1911, the JBBA was ready to try again. 
Whether by coincidence or design, both 
Waseda and Keio Universities were 
touring the U.S. at the same time, 
undercutting the novelty of a Japanese 
baseball squad. To differentiate 
themselves, the JBBA claimed to be “the 
only Japanese professional baseball team 
in the United States.” 

1911 Japanese Base Ball Association 

Back row: Kesaichi “Arthur” Shiomichi, Umekichi “Kitty” Kawashima, Minori Sohara, 
Takaji Kubo, Shoichi Motohashi, Riichiro Shiraishi and Naga (William Watkins) 

Front row: Toyo Fujita, Harry Saisho, Kiichi Suzuki, Tokutaro Tachiyama and Ken Kitsuse 

THE JAPANESE BASE BALL ASSOCIATION
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Saisho’s 1911 team included Guy Green’s Japanese veterans Ken Kitsuse, Toyo Fujita, and Kitty Kawashima; Nanka stalwarts Kiichi 
Suzuki, Minori Sohara, Riichiro Shiraishi, and Shoichi Motohashi; and two young recruits: Tokutaro Tachiyama, and Takaji Kubo 
from Keio University. Having trouble finding a strong Japanese pitcher, Saisho recruited William Watkins, a Native American, and 
put him on the mound using the name Naga. As the season progressed, Saisho would also recruit several non-Japanese to play 
catcher. Saisho himself would act as manager and promoter, taking the field only when necessary. To help run the team, Harry 
recruited thirty-one-year-old Kesaichi “Arthur” Shiomichi to act as traveling secretary.  

Kiichi Suzuki, 1911 JBBA
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On May 11, 1911, the JBBA headed east toward Albuquerque, New Mexico. 
From there the team would follow the railroads north into Colorado, then east 
through Kansas to St. Louis. The club would then spend the entire summer 
barnstorming in Missouri, Illinois, and Iowa. Saisho had scheduled a few 
games before the team left California, but most games would be arranged 
only a few weeks in advance through letters, postcards, and telegrams sent 
to local teams each time the JBBA entered a new region. By October the 
team would cover almost four thousand miles, play about 130 games, and 
become the most successful Japanese-owned barnstorming team in history. 

Takaji Kubo, 1911 JBBA

Toyo Fujita, 1911 JBBA
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Riichiro Shiraishi, 1911 JBBA
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The JBBA was not a strong team. Playing mostly 
town nines and a few independent clubs, they 
won just 25 of the 87 games for which results are 
known. But in general, they were well-received. 
Thousands of fans came out to watch the 
Japanese team play. On more than one 
occasion, an entire town would close its 
businesses so all inhabitants could come watch 
the novel game. But in September it began to 
rain, forcing games to be canceled. With no 
income but still having to pay travel expenses, 
the JBBA began to lose money. At the end of 
September, they limped into St. Louis, broke. 
After two final games against the African 
American St. Louis Giants, the team disbanded, 
and the players headed home to Los Angeles.  

Right:  
Front and reverse of a 

1911 Japanese Base Ball Association baseball card 

On August 23, the team spent $2.75 to “cut” their 
team picture and then mailed the photograph 
along with $13 to a printer in Des Moines, who 
produced copies of this 3-by-4 inch card. The 

cards were distributed as advertising for 
upcoming games and in this case, served as a 

ticket. This is the only known baseball card 
created before World War II for a Japanese 

American team. 
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Before the start of the JBBA’s season, 
Harry Saisho purchased a 5 by 8½ 
inch pocket ledger book. On the first 
page he wrote, “April 8–1911 First 
Game at Pomona H.S., JBBA vs. 
Pomona H.S.” and began an exacting 
account of the team’s 1911 
barnstorming tour. For each day he 
recorded the income from the gate 
receipts and the expenses for travel, 
board, players’ salaries, equipment, 
and medical bills—indeed 
everything, including stops for ice 
cream. This unique document 
provides a rare glimpse into the 
economics and daily lives of early 
barnstorming teams. 

The JBBA Account Book
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Kesaichi “Arthur” Shiomichi 
Manager

Ken Kitsuse 
Shortstop

Shoichi Motohashi 
Second Base 

Atsuyoshi “Harry” Saisho 
Catcher & Manager

Toyo Fujita 
First Base 

A good hitter with a great glove, Fujita 
was the top Issei first baseman before 

World War I. He played on the 1906 
Guy Green’s team, for Nanka, the 
JBBA, and the Denver Nippon in 

1913-14. Little is known about Fujita’s 
life outside of the diamond. 



62

Kiichi “Onitei” Suzuki 
Third Base 

Born in Chiba Prefecture in 1884, Suzuki 
attended Waseda University and played on 
the school’s reserve team. He immigrated 
to California in 1906 and joined the Nanka 
club where he became a lifelong friend to 

Harry Saisho and Ken Kitsuse. Suzuki 
founded the Hollywood Sakura team, 

played on the JBBA and the Seattle Nippon. 
He accompanied the Seattle Nippon on 
their 1914 tour of Japan. During WWII, he 

was interned at the Gila River camp. 

Minori Sohara 
Outfield 

Tokutaro Tachiyama 
Utility

Riichiro Shiraishi 
Utility  

Umekichi “Kitty” Kawashima 
Outfield 
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Takaji Kubo 
Outfield 

Born in Yamaguchi Prefecture in 1887, Kubo had 
played outfield for Keio University in 1907 and 

1908. Although he was a bench player, starting 
only a few games each season, he had played well 
in his two starts against visiting American teams. In 

1907, he had two hits in four at bats against the 
semi-pro St. Louis team from Hawaii, and a year 
later he went 2 for 2 against the squad from the 
USS Ohio during the Great White Fleet’s visit to 
Japan. In April 1910, Kubo arrived in the United 
States. He played for the JBBA and Los Angeles 

Hayato/Sanshu before returning to Japan. 

William Watkins “Naga” 
Pitcher 

The only full-time non-Japanese member of the JBBA, 
William Watkins played under the name Naga. Watkins 

was a Shoshone, who had graduated from the Sherman 
Institute in Riverside, CA. Noticed by St. Louis Cardinals 

manager Roger Bresnahan in his final game with the 
JBBA, Watkins signed a minor league contract and was 
sent to the Erie Sailors in the Class B Central League for 
the 1912 season. Using the name Big Chief Watkins, he 
bounced around the minor leagues for several years 
before becoming the ace of the Nebraska Indians. 
Watkins would continue pitching for semi-pro and 

amateur teams into his fifties. 
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Seiji Inoue (left) of the Sanshu and Minori Sohara (right) of the JBBA during a 1913 game 

After returning to Los Angeles, the core members of the JBBA stayed together for several seasons, playing against other 
LA-based Japanese teams.
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The son of a member of Japan’s Imperial Diet, Ken Kitsuse 
was born in Miyakonojo on Japan’s southern island of 
Kyushu in 1882. He went to high school in Kagoshima 
where he excelled at baseball, jujutsu, and kendo. In 1903, 
he immigrated to the United States. After spending two 
years in San Francisco, he moved to Los Angeles and with 
Harry Saisho joined the baseball team at the Rafu Shimpo 
newspaper.  

In 1906, he became the star shortstop on Guy Green’s 
Japanese Base Ball Team, drawing accolades for his slick 
fielding and base running. He was also one of the team’s 
most consistent hitters. Kitsuse was a founding member of 
the Nanka baseball club in 1907, where he was both the 
star player and coach. His teammate Kiichi Suzuki recalled, 
“We considered him a god of baseball. But when 
somebody made a mistake, he would give them hell (‘drop 
thunder’ in Japanese) so we nicknamed him Thunder.” In 
1909 and 1911, he played shortstop for the Japanese Base 
Ball Association, once again gaining recognition for his 
outstanding play. He also entertained crowds with pre-
game jujutsu and kendo exhibitions.  

Ken was recruited by the Seattle Nippons in 1914 to 
strengthen their squad for their upcoming tour of 
Japan. During the trip, he not only played baseball but also 
visited his family and found a wife. Returning to the United 
States, he continued to play and coach amateur baseball 
until he was nearly 50 years old. Kitsuse and his family 
were interned during World War II at the Manzanar War 
Relocation Center. Ken died in 1957 while on a trip to 
Japan.

Ken Kitsuse, 1906

ISSEI BASEBALL PIONEER: KEN KITSUSE
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Little is known about the Issei teams in Sacramento. The first mention of a 
team comes from a July 6, 1911 article in the Sacramento Star that noted “the 
Sushon Japanese baseball team of the local Japanese Mission” was looking for 
opponents under the age of 20—suggesting that it was a youth team. Six 
weeks later, an article in the Sacramento Bee lists the lineups for a game 
between an unnamed local Japanese adult club and the San Francisco Fuji. 
The adult club continued to play local amateur teams and by December 1912 
became known as the Nippons.

Kotan Saito, 1906 

In 1909, Nanka player and Rafu Shimpo writer Kotan Saito left Los Angeles 
to become editor of Sacramento’s Japanese-language newspaper New 

World. In August 1911, he played second base for the locals against the Fuji. 

ISSEI BASEBALL IN SACRAMENTO
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In 1909, Frank Fukuda created a youth baseball team called 
the Cherry team—the West Coast’s first Nisei squad. As the 
boys matured, the team became stronger on the diamond 
and in 1912 the top players joined with Fukuda and his Mikado 
teammates Katsuji Nakamura, Shuji “John” Ikeda, and 
Yoshiaki Marumo to form a new team known as the Asahi. 
Under Fukuda’s guidance the Asahi was more than just a 
baseball team. It was also a social club designed to create 
the future leaders of Seattle’s Japanese community, and 
forge ties with non-Japanese through various activities, 
including baseball.  

A rivalry began between the Asahi and Mikado and after the 
Mikado announced that they would travel to Japan in 1914, 
the Asahi followed suit. But for Fukuda the trip to the home 
country went beyond baseball. He thought that visiting Japan 
would help his Nisei players better understand their heritage. 
These players could then form a bridge between the United 
States and Japan, helping to reduce cultural 
misunderstandings and bigotry.  

The Asahi spent most of the Fall of 1914 in Japan. Although 
their record on the diamond was a meager 2-5-2, as a 
cultural exchange the Asahi’s trip was a resounding success. 
The players learned about their parents’ homeland, attended 
receptions, and created ties with Japanese ballplayers. Frank 
Fukuda and the Asahi would return to Japan twice more—in 
1918 and 1921—each time strengthening cultural and 
economic bridges between Japan and Seattle. From the late 
teens until the early twenties, the Asahi would dominate 
Japanese American baseball in the northwest. In 1924, the 
team changed its name to the Nippon Club.

The Seattle Asahi in front of their clubhouse 
At 12th Ave. and Yesler Way, 1915 

SEATTLE ASAHI
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Tokichi “Frank” Fukuda is known as the father of Japanese American baseball in 
the Northwest. Born in Shimonoseki in 1889, he learned the game at Shimonoseki 
Commercial School before immigrating to the U.S. in 1906. He settled in Seattle 
and joined the Nippons. In 1908, he moved to the Mikado and helped make it the 
top Issei team in the area.  

As Fukuda’s love for baseball grew, he realized the game’s importance for Seattle’s 
Japanese. The games brought the immigrants together physically and provided a 
shared interest to help strengthen community ties. Baseball also acted as a bridge 
between the city’s Japanese and non-Japanese population—sharing a common 
bond that he hoped would undermine the anti-Japanese bigotry in the city. For the 
rest of his life, Fukuda would follow this philosophy by creating a series of baseball 
clubs and using them to promote ties with non-Japanese communities and 
strengthen bonds between Issei and Nisei, as well as between the U.S. and Japan. 

In 1909, Fukuda organized the Cherry—the first Nisei team outside of Hawaii. Four 
years later, he and several teammates left the Mikado and joined with the older 
Cherry players to form a new club called the Asahi. As organizer and manager of 
the Asahi, Fukuda enacted his philosophy and the club forged ties with both 
Seattle’s non-Japanese communities and Japan through cultural exchanges and 
baseball.  

In 1927, Fukuda moved to Portland, Oregon, to become a principal of a Japanese 
language school. In Portland, he continued to promote baseball by creating youth 
teams and coaching the Fuji—the city’s top Japanese American team. In 1931, 
Fukuda moved again. This time to the rural town of Wapato in Yakima County, 
Washington, where he was once again employed as the principal of the Japanese 
language school and coach of the town’s baseball team. Under Fukuda’s guidance, 
the Wapato Nippons emerged from mediocrity to capture the Mt. Adams Baseball 
League championship in 1934 and 1935. After his death on January 8, 1941, the 
eight top Japanese American ball clubs from the Northwest met over the Labor 
Day weekend in Wapato for a tournament in his honor. The Portland Mikados 
topped Fukuda’s old Wapato Nippons in the championship game. 

Frank Fukuda, 1918

ISSEI BASEBALL PIONEER: TOKICHI “FRANK” FUKUDA
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Perhaps inspired by the 1911 Waseda and Keio 
national tours, between 1912 and 1917 Japanese ball 
clubs sprang up throughout the West Coast. Nearly 
every Japanese community soon boasted at least 
one amateur team. Most teams played pickup 
games with nearby Japanese nines and local white 
amateur teams, but a few wanted to play in more 
competitive, organized leagues. Some joined non-
Japanese amateur leagues. The Denver Nippon 
Club, for example, entered the city’s Senior Amateur 
Division in 1913. Others established all-Japanese 
leagues, such as the Utah Nippon Baseball League, 
formed by six teams in 1917.  

By the end of the decade, Japanese American 
baseball had transformed from a game played by a 
handful of immigrants to the passion of thousands 
of American-born Japanese. Leagues thrived in 
nearly every Japanese community—urban and rural. 
The Rafu Shimpo, the newspaper that had given 
birth to Japanese baseball in Southern California, 
reported that in 1926 “twelve Nisei teams with 120 to 
130 players were playing baseball every Sunday in 
the Los Angeles area.” The top teams routinely 
traveled across the Western states to play each 
other and compete for the official Japanese 
American championship.

San Jose Asahi, circa 1913 

The Asahi were one of the many Japanese American teams founded 
just after the 1911 Waseda and Keio University tours
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