The Yamato Colony During

The Kamiya family in front of their house at Yamato, ca. 1927. Left to right: Ikumo “Don” Oishi; Rokuo
Kamiya; Frank Kamiya; Masa Kamiya, Henry Tamemasu Kamiya; Kazuo Kamiya (with dog); Yetsu
Kamiya; Masuko Kamiya; and Mishi Kamiya. Courtesy Morikami Museum and Japanese Gardens.

The Tustenegee

20

ng World War II
by Ana M. Soto

A

small colony of Japanese immigrants settled in the early twentieth century within what today
are the city limits of Boca Raton. Known as the Yamato Colony, the settlement started out as
an agricultural one, primarily growing pineapples. Following several agricultural disasters and

economic downturns, many of the Japanese left to find a more promising future elsewhere. By 1940 only four
Japanese households remained in the area.
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Pearl Harbor Leads to Japanese Internment

Immediately after the infamous attack, President Franklin D.
Roosevelt issued Presidential Proclamation No.2525 designating
Japanese nationals as enemy aliens. This proclamation would
later be given even more power by Executive Order 9066, which
authorized the relocation and internment of Japanese natives and
Japanese Americans residing on the West Coast of the continental
United States.
Several reasons can be offered as to why Executive Order 9066
targeted people of Japanese ancestry living only in the Pacific
West Coast and not in Hawaii or South Florida. Reasons stated at
the time expressed fears that Pacific Coast Japanese Americans
might facilitate an invasion by Japan (a fear that certainly did
not exist in Florida), but more fundamentally, white farmers in
the Pacific Coast region saw Japanese Americans as an economic
threat in terms of competition. Additionally, Japanese Americans
there lived in enclaves and were not mainstreamed in the
society, unlike the case in Hawaii where the Japanese made up
35 percent of the island’s population. They were essentially an
easy scapegoat for the underlying racism and hatred that fueled
the hearts of many Americans after the attack of Pearl Harbor.
On the other hand, the Japanese living in South Florida were not
similarly treated because their small numbers and minor impact
on the local economy made them insignificant as a threat to their
neighbors.

one survived the war. The former Sakai/Kamiya residence still
stood as an administrative building at the cessation of hostilities. A
Miami Herald article dated August 6, 1944 headlined, “Florida’s
Jap Village Only a Memory.” The article described how the
barns, sheds, chicken houses, and other outbuildings were still on
the field and doing “their vital part in preparing young American
airmen for combat.” Soldiers demolished the buildings and used
the wreckage as part of an “obstacle course.” “Yamato’s ugly
remains are now helping to train Boca Raton field soldiers in the
routine of war.” Ironically, the small Japanese farming community
was reduced to shreds to train American soldiers in the art of war
against the Yamato colony’s homeland.
The Japanese families were not alone in their frustration over
unjust compensation, however. Eula Purdom Raulerson recalled
how her family home, located at the corner of Palmetto Park Road
and NE 2nd Avenue, was also taken over by the government; “but
not at a figure equal to its actual value,” which she said “infuriated
her father.” She recalled about fifty families having to lose their
land along with the Japanese families in order for the government
to build the air force base.
Some families that lived in the area of the future air base were
more than happy to move. Part of the African American community
in Boca Raton consisted of sharecroppers and squatters, many
of whom worked for the Japanese families on their farms. The
government paid to have these families’ homes relocated into a
new area of Delray Beach called New Town. The Delray Beach
News on May 29, 1942 proclaimed “Yamato Squatters Moving
Here.” The article described how “the city council, Monday
night, granted permission for moving of 13 houses into the
colored section from Yamato.” Some residents like Rev. Henry
Van Rolle were extremely grateful to the government for their
help with the move, stating that after the war had started “They
were so nice to us, we were living on their place there, they paid
for every house, paid it to be hauled away and we all just moved.”
Some were actually grateful to leave the Yamato area like Arthur
A. Wells, who recalled that his parents were “sort of glad to get
away from that place. You see Delray had public service. You had
your police, your fire department, running water, electric lights,
you know, you didn’t have that in Yamato.”

War Affects Boca Raton Residents

The Japanese residents of the Yamato Colony were forced
to move, but for a different reason. On May 16, 1942, U.S.
District Judge John W. Holland in Miami, signed a Petition of
Condemnation allowing the United States to acquire by eminent
domain 5,820 acres of land located “west of Boca Raton” for the
establishment of an Army Air Corps technical training station.
The four Yamato Colony households that remained in the area
at the outbreak of World War II were the family of Hideo and
Umeko Kobayashi, the family of Kazuo Kamiya, youngest son
of pioneer settlers Tamemasu (“Henry”) and Yetsu Kamiya,
Sukeji (“George”) Morikami, who resided in Delray Beach
during the war, and Shohbi Kamikama, who lived near the
area affected by Judge Holland’s order but not in it. One
Japanese family that was forced to relocate was the Kobayashi
family. One of the sons, Tom, recalled how the government
“only gave us half-value of what the land was worth. We didn’t
know how to fight it.” Many felt anger and resentment at the
government for giving them less than they thought their land was
worth, but there was very little that they could do at the time.
The Japanese Americans seemed determined to hold on to their
land, yet little of their colony was to survive the war years. For
one thing, the area’s growth in population was overwhelming.
In 1940, the entire population of Boca Raton was a mere 723.
This number expanded with the building of the airbase, named
the Boca Raton Army Air Field, “which brought over 30,000
servicemen as well as families and civilian employees to the tiny
community of Boca Raton.”
Of the four Japanese families living in the area, the home of only
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Restrictions on Japanese Families
in South Florida During the War

Early in the war, both George Morikami and Hideo Kobayashi
“found their assets frozen.” The federal government even managed
their finances in early 1942. The Morikami Archive reveals letters
from both the Treasury Department and the Department of Justice
illustrating the extent of the government’s control over both
men and their families during the war. One letter showed how
Morikami had to request permission to travel. Although George
Morikami, who remained a bachelor throughout his entire stay in
America, suffered restrictions and inconvenience through much
of the government monitoring, it did not affect him as much as it
did Hideo Kobayashi.
In the mid-1930s Hideo Kobayashi had abandoned farming for
22

Above: Page 1 of the Declaration of Takings by the U.S. government for lands for the Boca Raton
Army Air Field. Courtesy Boca Raton Historical Society & Museum.; Above right: Hideo and Umeko
Kobayashi with two of their four children (born in Yamato)ca. 1920s. Courtesy Morikami Museum and Japanese Gardens.; Bottom
right: A youthful portrait of George Morikami. Courtesy Boca Raton Historical Society & Museum.

a landscape service. Although he remained at the Yamato colony,
he had clients in Fort Lauderdale who required daily commuting
between two counties. This turned out to be a very difficult task
considering the new travel restrictions that had been instituted
since the onset of WWII. In a letter dated July 6, 1942 from
George A. Smathers, Assistant U.S. Attorney, Hideo Kobayashi
was denied daily travel to Fort Lauderdale. Smathers stated
that permission could only be granted if Kobayashi were to file
a formal application “stating specific place of destination, who
working for and when…” and then ended with the threat that if
any regulations were violated then Kobayashi would be “subject
to prosecution, the penalty for which is internment for the

duration.” As a result of this, one of the last remaining families in
Yamato was forced to relocate permanently to Fort Lauderdale.
In South Florida, Japanese American families were assigned
Coast Guard escorts “presumably to discourage any fifth column
activity but also to ensure the safety of the residents should the
need arise.” Japanese households were required to provide these
servicemen with “room and board, bearing all expenses completely
on their own.” Tom Kobayashi recalled, “we fed them and housed
them in our home… That was protection for the U.S. government
and protection for us in case any problem arose. Every time my
dad went to town, one of the Coast Guard boys had to go with him
while another stayed home.” Kobayashi remembered how one of
23
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the guards, “a pure-blooded German,” asked him “‘Why
am I guarding your dad when nobody’s guarding my dad
in New York?’”
During the war there were a variety of experiences with
regards to prejudice against the Japanese families that
lived in the Yamato colony. In oral history interviews,
one can begin to grasp these different experiences. Frank
Kamiya was asked, “did you have many problems with
the government and so on?” He responded “Well I was in
Miami at the time, and as far as I was concerned I didn’t
have any trouble.” On the other hand Tom Kobayashi’s
interview gives a different impression. He mentioned how
“right after Pearl Harbor, you know, the prejudice was
still there…” Also there was a sense of trepidation when it
came to his going out in public. He recalled how his mother
would say, “be careful when you go shopping. Don’t say
anything bad because you might cause a commotion or
trouble or like that, cause there were people in Delray who
were, you know, against the Japanese after Pearl Harbor…”

Former Yamato Colonists Interned

Map showing the parcels acquired from the Kamiyas and Kobayashis for the Boca
Raton Army Air Field, 1942. Map courtesy Richard Randall.
The Kamiya House (formerly Sakai House) which
supposedly survived the destruction of the rest of
the Yamato site during the war. Courtesy Morikami
Museum and Japanese Gardens.
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In a twist of fate, some of the Yamato residents who had
left earlier to the West Coast for different reasons became
interned once war broke out. One of these unfortunate
souls was Oscar Kobayashi, who had left Yamato in 1925
and moved his whole family to San Leandro, California.
Oscar, his wife, and his three young children, “sat out
many months of the war in the tar-paper barracks of the
Topaz internment camp in the Utah desert.” Henry Kamiya
also ended up suffering the same fate as the other Yamato
colonist, who left for the West Coast. Kamiya was interned

in Manzanar, near California’s border with Nevada. According
to the Delray Beach News of April 13, 1945, “the father of the
family went to California to visit just before the war and the last
we knew he was in an internment camp…”

Staff of Morikami Museum. The Yamato Colony: Japanese
Pioneers in Florida. The Morikami Museum and Japanese
Gardens, 2005, Yamato Research Box 1, Morikami Museum
Archives, Delray Beach, FL.
“Small Town Talk,” The Delray Beach News, April 13, 1945, The
Delray Beach Historical Society Digital Archives.
“Theodore Kobayashi, 68, gardener, drag race driver,” The Miami
Herald, December 21, 1989, Obituaries, 6BR in Bob 2, in
Yamato Research Box 2, Kobayashi Folder, Morikami Museum
Archives, Delray Beach, FL.

Conclusion

While it is true that there were no internment camps in the
region, the Japanese natives and Japanese Americans living
in south Florida were still targeted and singled out in different
ways through the actions of the United States government: their
travel was restricted, their bank accounts inspected, and some had
Coast Guard escorts accompany them everywhere. The lives of
the Japanese families who resided in South Florida at the time of
the war would thus become drastically altered from the way of
life that many of them had experienced for over thirty-five years
living in the United States.
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Palm Beach’s sunny and idyllic shores had humble
beginnings as a wilderness of sawgrass and swamps
only braved by the hardiest of souls. Two such
adventurers were Fred and Byrd “Birdie” Spilman
Dewey, who pioneered in central Florida before
Foreword by
discovering the tropical beauty of Palm Beach in
1887. Though their story was all but lost, this dynamic couple was vital in transforming the region from rough backcountry into a paradise poised for progress.
Authors Ginger Pedersen and Janet DeVries trace the remarkable history of the
Deweys in South Florida from their beginnings on the isolated frontier. Using
Birdie’s autobiographical writings to fill in the gaps, Pedersen and DeVries
narrate a chapter in Florida’s history that has remained untold until now.
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