IMAGINED LANDSCAPES:
The North American West

Japanese emigrants bound for
the North American West in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries
went abroad for a wide range of
reasons. Although economic and
social concerns figured prominently
among their goals, the ways in which
they envisioned the landscape also
factored into the thinking of at least
some of those emigrants.

The wide, open skies and sparsely
settled spaces of the imagined
landscape of the North American
West, in particular, seemed to
embody the social ideals and personal independence both
Canada and the United States represented at a time when the
constraints of Meiji society still restricted the options available
to many in Japan.

Whereas the narrow mountain valleys of Japan seemed
confining, a former soldier returned from the Russo -Japanese
war later told an interviewer, he believed that in the North
American West he would be free to go where he wanted.
Perceptions of the land as itself embodying personal liberty
and equal opportunity for all were further reinforced when
early western movies arrived in Japan. Another immigrant
later reported, for example, that he decided that he wanted
the “vast Western plains” where “one could see a thousand
miles at a glance” to be his permanent home after he saw a
movie called “Rodeo” in Okayama-shi in the early 1900s. The
broad plains depicted in the movie, in his mind, were evidence
not only of the vastness of the resource-rich plains and forests
of the North American West, but of the “respect for freedom
and equality” he believed that they embodied.! Privacy and
the ability to move freely about, one elderly issei woman later
told her son, were the two most important considerations in
her decision to emigrate to Canada.?

[

Kazuo lIto, Issei: A History of Japanese Immigrants in North America (translated by
Shinichiro Nakamura and Jean S. Gerard, Seattle, 1973), 37-8 (originally published
as Hokubei hyakunen zakura (Tokyo: Hokubei Hyakunenzakura Jikk Inkai, 1969)).
See also Eileen Sunada Sarasohn, The Issei: Portrait of a Pioneer, An Oral History
(Palo Alto, California: Pacific Books, 1983), 44 (immigrant explaining that she
wanted to go to a big country that was free). Wakatsuki explains that the first
motion pictures reached Japan in 1897. Yasuo Wakatsuki, “Japanese Emigration
to the United States, 1866-1924: A Monograph,” Perspectives in American History
12 (1979), 439.

2 Roy Kiyooka, Mothertalk: Life Stories of Mary Kiyoshi Kiyooka, ed. Daphne Marlatt
(Edmonton, Alberta: NeWest Press, 1997), 128.

A A= INEREZE:
7 AV HDOEER

192 R M S 20 LZ#EEITH
IFTIT AU A KEESRZBIE
LEZEBAABRAEBICIIE 4
B dh ofm, HREBFN.,
SMBAENSELRBETH =
M, FEBICHMEICHE W =HFiHh
NDES. AL BRAEEZ<D
DERZTWEITENN,

BHABROBALSDHE 4 11H
HOEOHANEDZERMPRSNT
REHDAZIZEY, BICHE
[T IEREEELRBREARMA’
PRHZIEKBEBORRIE. XK
. hFsmtsnBBEEEA
DM EERLTWEDESD,

BARDKNXBIERLZION T H08T7 A ) hOERLZSE
HICECATHITIIS., LIEEHSEZARLATRER
PEBDHIMAAELEILERTHS. LRKOELZDD
DB, EEROEANBHEEEGHREZERL TS L
WO RARBEBOBRCH S ON/-EERRIFIEIDBRE (CH
HEINTS,

NHBBREDHS—AF1900FREAHICEILTT IaF
1 EWSMEZET I—ETTFIAMIBREES.EWN
FEEBDKRER] ITEODEERLLEZEERBELTINS, R
U=V EOKRFRIE, HICEYRKRERHEN D tim
MOTEFEPLHEMMEDRTLEVWEZDHEST, FAH
B9 2 TEHETFEDEE] OILTHo =, ED

FEBIBE—MHOTHIILRBEIRYIES> T, 54N Y
—LTEOBHR. COZDONAFIBEERBELEREARD
HBHRE-E, EEFIE->TWS, @

GE1) AXF A b -t RBRBRREI (FHAS - >4 F0OD,
Jean S. Gerard®iaR. © 7 kJL. 19734 )pp37-8 (BB LK BEEM]
FHR, EREEHETEESR. 19695F), SSIC[HHDHZAREHREAN
TEED>ELFHBTIAUBRICEBLTULZAV—> - RFF -85
Y —> IThe Issei: Portrait of a Pioneer, An Oral History] (Palo Alto,
California: Pacific Books, 1983) p44 F#EENHMOH TAEAT LIRS N
7=DIF1887TFELTAYVFDEHA. YRA - DAYVFERGR KEAD
BAABR. 18665 —19244) Perspectives in American History 12
(1979), p439

(X2) OA - F3AF4Hh. TBOEEAV—-F3I> - FIAFHD547 - X+
— 1) —] Daphne Marlatt{fE (T KE> b M7 JL/N—%NeWest Press,
1997)p128




When Japanese immigrants arrived in the North American
West, their initial impressions of its resource-rich landscapes
often seemed to confirm the promise they had imagined it
held. One young woman who arrived in Vancouver, B.C., in
1914, for example, later reported that she was certain that she
had arrived in a “rich and modern country,” given the number
of electric lights that dotted the city at night and the large piles
of driftwood that lay on city beaches, a sign of plenty in her
mind because there was so little wood to burn in the small
village from which she came.®

A vision of the North American West as uncultivated and
replete with possibility also found expression in a short story
by Nagai Kafu, who first arrived in the United States in 1903
and lived in the city of Tacoma, Washington, for a time before
moving east:

In Japan, where even in remote mountain villages land is
almost everywhere cultivated, one feels the din and bustle
of the world, but, as can be expected, in the vast American
continent, everywhere there is such an uninhabited area
Just two miles outside a town; in addition, my own subjective
sense of solitude in a foreign land gives me an inexplicable
sense of pathos and beauty as | watch the luxuriant foliage,
the flowing water, and the clouds sailing across the sky.*

3. JCNM, Oral History Collection. Winnie Nakano, interviewed by Suni Arinobu,
Kelowna, B.C., 6 February 1996.

4. Nagai Kafu, “Sea and Sky,” American Stories, Mitsuko Iriye, trans. (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1992), 179.
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The landscape as Japanese immigrants encountered it was not
the same landscape they imagined. Instead-notwithstanding
its promise-the landscape as they encountered it embodied a
far harsher reality. In both Canada and the United States, the
opportunities that the resource-rich landscape and seemingly
endless plains embodied were
severely constrained by racist anti-
Japanese legislation. In the United
States, first generation Japanese
immigrants were denied the right
to become naturalized citizens and
a number of western states denied
them the ability to own the land
they worked. In Canada, they were
able to become naturalized citizens
but both the immigrants and their
children were denied the right to
vote and the ability to pursue certain
occupations.®

In 1909, the editors of the Tairiku
Nippo, a Japanese-language
newspaper in Vancouver, B.C.,
commented on that contradiction in
an editorial in which they criticized
anti-Japanese law and policy. Blessed
with fertile plains and dense forests
that stretched for thousands of miles,
most of which had not yet been cultivated, the editors of the
Tairiku Nippo wrote, the reluctance of both Canada and the
United States to allow Japanese immigrants to share in these
vast resources on equal terms was profoundly unfair.t

Despite the constraints they faced, many immigrants from
Japan found ways to work around those barriers to realize at
least part of some of the goals they had set for themselves.
In that process, they made for themselves a place in the
landscapes of the North American West equally as significant
as that of any other immigrant.

Andrea Geiger, J.D., Ph.D.
Department of History
Simon Fraser University

5 Kunio Hidaka, Legal Status of the Japanese in Canada (c. 1940)
(unpublished paper in the possession of the University of British Columbia
Special Collections and University Archives Division, Japanese Canadian
Collection).

6 Tairiku Nippo-sha (Continental News Company), n.d., 1909.

BRELZUDZZHREOAL - BSEFHREFIREZoTH
7=. BIFICRUTCTHRREIT o LB LM 27=DE, hFHFT
HARETH, RAEREENELERTULAELENZKER
WD EBbnmiEkIEIAERREENM DR B
BERICLVEBLLLFRZINTWEDE, KETIXEREBR
—tEbIETHRIEZINGET SHEF
DROLNT. BIBEDOHDOMT
[FHRAZBSHMEL TS i
DERBEDNROONEM /=, S
FTHTHTRIEDIRGZZRD S
NeEdHD, BRE—HIITHEHI(IC
ERREEDEDOHNDBEICST
ARMBEDRD SNEh o/, &)

1909FEANY I —N—DHF
H TRER®R] O#iFHIEIZIOLE
FREICAINTRABMDER EBR
AL, BFAINBENS
FEANERBMOEELFRER
WHHRICEEh NS, BREBERE
ICEDRRIERAREREFEHICH
DEEDEFNERDENSTWNA
+4. KEMBREIELERDTEE
EHERIIFR O, EO

HamFvERFErS5H. BR
BROZBMASHOMKERL
TZDOANEBEDOHE DM ERRE
e, TOBETHRREOBRALICESBVFERERELN
I ZLKFEEDORELICHERLZDTH S,

PALEY - TL—H—k
e
7URLT - ifH L

GES) o=F - EF A, THFSICBIFEERADENIE] . 19405
(FUF4q4vya-20YE7REEHFARAFSIAIL SIS 3
>)

(i£6) KPR, BFTREA, 1909%F

13



