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Tale of a City
Community Resistance to Redevelopment  

in Sacramento’s Japantown
By Moriah Ulinskas

The Foundation is grateful to  
Kim Hayden, Archivist, Center for 
Sacramento History is making available 
the illustrations for this article.

Street scene of 413 L Street in Japan Town, 
north side of the street. 1930’s. Eugene 
Hepting Collection, courtesy Center for 
Sacramento History.
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rban renewal programs, bluntly 
referred to as “slum clearance” 
in their day, reshaped American 

cities and formed new urban identities. In 
California, the fight between redevelopment 
agencies and minority communities still 
resonates. While preservationists worked 
to enact legislation addressing the threat to 
historical structures and neighborhoods,1 
what became of their inhabitants? This essay 
sets out to revisit the history of California’s 
earliest redevelopment project through the 
perspective of the community that fought it. 

California led the nation by becoming the 
first state to pass its community redevelop-
ment act in 1945. In 1951, the state codified 
the Community Redevelopment Law (CRL), 
which became a part of the California Consti-
tution, granting local governments the abil-
ity to fund redevelopment projects by using 
projected increases in property taxes. “Tax 
Increment Financing” relieved taxpayers of 
financial responsibility and eliminated most 
public opposition to redevelopment projects. 

In 1949, the City of Sacramento com-
missioned a survey of 244 blocks in the 
downtown area, of which 65 were identified 
as “blighted.” In December 1950, the city 
established its first redevelopment agency, 
and agency Director Joseph T. Bill proposed 
an ordinance to establish 62 blocks in the 
West End of Sacramento as “Redevelopment 
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Cartoon from the 
front page of The 
Sacramento Bee, 

July 2, 1954.

Henry Taketa addresses city council in a public meeting, 
June 16, 1954, Sacramento Bee, Sacramento.

Area 1.” At the time, the West End of Sacra-
mento was home to a largely mixed minority 
community. According to the project area 
survey, the West End comprised of 21% 
African Americans, 30% Asian Americans, 
and 13% Latin Americans—demographics 
which reflected a long history of segrega-
tionist practices. Since the 1920s, racial 
housing covenants defined Sacramento 
neighborhoods and were written by devel-
opers into contracts for new subdivisions, 
prohibiting occupancy by “Negro, Japanese 
or Chinese, or persons of African or Mon-
golian descent.”2 Ultimately, they restricted 
non-whites to the West End and limited them 
from owning or living in new subdivisions 
that were being developed. 

Sacramento’s Japantown, which dated 
back to 1891, had just found its feet again 
as a community after the forced relocation to 
internment camps during World War II. In 
1941, an estimated 7,000 Sacramento resi-
dents of Japanese descent had been forcibly 
relocated, first to the Walerga Assembly Cen-
ter, then to remote camps, the last of which 
did not close until 1946.3 Upon their return, 
Sacramento’s Japanese Americans found 
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stated to the City Council, “The agency 
should fully apprise the people of the city 
of Sacramento of the need for their coop-
eration and to urge them to accept as their 
good neighbors those who may be required 
to relocate from the project area.”10 However, 
an article in The Sacramento Bee reported, 
“The agency could not guarantee minor-
ity groups would not be subjected to some 
pressure and prejudices if they attempted to 
move into certain residential areas.”11 Dis-
located residents faced an uncertain future 
as their community faced demolition and 
other neighborhoods showed no intention 
of welcoming them in. 

In a public editorial in The Sacramento Bee 
on June 21, 1954, Henry Taketa explained, 
“We are not adverse to the principles of rede-
velopment and would support wholeheartedly 
a program which is equitable and just, by 
which every person in the city would be a 
beneficiary and none would be penalized.” 
He continued, “We sincerely feel it is reason-
able and just for us to ask that appropriate 
safeguards be made by the Sacramento Rede-
velopment Agency to protect the economy 
and livelihood of those who may be dislocated 
or required to relocate or even give up their 
business interests.”12 Taketa’s pleas fell on 
deaf ears, though, and the city offered no 
provisions or support for homeowners and 
business owners alike.

On June 29, 1954, the City Council called 
a second public meeting and residents of 
Japantown showed up in droves. Mamoru 

Excerpt from The People of Sacramento plan for 1960 Through Redevelopment.  
A report prepared by Richard Neutra for the Sacramento City Council. 1950.

their businesses lost to foreclosure and their 
homes occupied by other migrant minor-
ity groups, specifically African Americans, 
Mexican Americans, and Filipinos. Since 
they could not move elsewhere, returning 
internees crowded their way back into the 
West End. Families doubled and tripled up 
into single family homes, slowly initiating 
the process of rebuilding. As these residents 
resettled, Sacramento city officials set their 
sights on a project to connect the Capitol 
Building to the riverfront, and Japantown 
stood squarely in their way.4

When the Sacramento Redevelopment 
Agency announced its plans in 1951, many 
residents of Japantown—which was, in its 
entirety, located in Redevelopment Area 1— 
felt unfairly targeted. Anti-Japanese senti-
ment following World War II still prevailed, 
and the Japanese American community had 
little political power or public support in Sac-
ramento. Property owners challenged the 
Sacramento Redevelopment Agency, stat-
ing that officials provided no evidence for 
their claim that there was blight in the area. 
The Sacramento Bee’s publisher Valentine 
McClatchy had been a vehement and well-
known anti-Japanese activist. McClatchy 
utilized the paper as a mouthpiece for rede-
velopment and had no interest in humanizing 
the community of Japantown. 

“It was one of the worst slums in the coun-
try,” Sacramento’s chief land agent Jerome 
Lipp went on record saying: “The filth was 
something you can’t even conceive. . . . This 
was a full-blown, three-dimensional, hor-
rible, filthy slum.”5 In a City Council hearing, 
white realtor W. C. Wright—whose office 
was located in the redevelopment area— 
challenged that notion: “I don’t think the 
Redevelopment law was meant for a city like 
Sacramento. We don’t have slums here, there 
are homes in that section, proposed for rede-
velopment, as nice as in any other part of 
the city.”6 Debate over the “slum” designa-
tion went back and forth like this with the 
redevelopment agency opinion broadcast 
through the local paper, while opponents 
to redevelopment struggled to be heard.

After two years of public debate, the Sacra-
mento Redevelopment Agency emerged with 
a new plan comprised now of only fifteen 
blocks,7 but still including all of Japantown. 
The community responded immediately, 
and the Japanese American Redevelopment 
Study Association (JARSA) formed to do its 
own redevelopment research and to legally 
represent the community in negotiations. 
The Nisei Veterans of Foreign Wars, rep-
resented by Japanese American soldiers 
who had served while their families were 
interned, joined in the fray. African Ameri-
can attorney Nathaniel Colley teamed up 
with Japanese American lawyer Mamoru 
Sakuma to represent West End residents.8

West End residents recognized the need 
to make improvements in the area, but the 
clearly biased manner in which redevelop-
ment was poised to play out in Sacramento 
set off alarm bells. “We are aware that this 
is a relatively new concept and is fraught 
with many problems,” said local NAACP 
representative Douglas Greer. “We do not 
expect miracles but we go on record savor-
ing progress. We ask assurance that this 
Council will take every step possible to make 
sure that adequate housing and business 
opportunity be made available to those who 
must be relocated.”9 

Non-white residents of the West End faced 
the difficult task of trying to integrate them-
selves into all-white neighborhoods if they 
were to try to remain in Sacramento and 
implored the city for support. T. D. Itano 
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Sakuma explained to council members that 
the Sacramento Redevelopment Agency had 
made no effort to engage residents of the 
project area. He also accused the agency of 
having no clear plan, beyond demolition. 
“The agency has been so evasive,” he said. 
“We can’t put our finger on a thing. We are 
not interested in what the agency might do, 
can do or will possibly do. We want to know 
what actually is proposed to be done.” Sakuma 
went on to admonish the Sacramento Rede-
velopment Agency for turning down offers to 
meet with JARSA for several years. “I believe 
it is to the credit of the people of this area,” 
finished Sakuma, “that they have, until now, 
sat back with the sincere belief the agency 
would get together with them and attempt to 
work out the problems.”13 Opposition to the 
project was framed publicly as detrimental 
to progress with The Sacramento Bee print-
ing political propaganda against minority 
opposition, going so far as to run front page 
editorials and political cartoons clowning 
those in opposition.

The final blow to Sacramento’s Japan-
town community came on July 1, 1954 when 
San Francisco mega-developer Ben Swig 
put forward a proposal to fund the develop-
ment of a pedestrian shopping mall across 
much of the contested area. Swig and his 
associates offered an investment of $10 
million ($94.5 million in today’s dollars) 
to erect a shopping center between 2nd 
and 5th Streets, and L Street and Capitol 
Avenue. Swig wowed city officials with a 
promise of modern architecture and mov-
ing sidewalks. Picked up and promoted 
by the Architectural Forum magazine, 
Swig’s shopping mall proposal developed 
an unstoppable momentum of its own.

A special meeting of the city council was 
called on July 20, 1954, to decide on Swig’s 
offer and the redevelopment agency’s plan. 
T. D. Itano, secretary of JARSA, proposed 
that “the agency set reasonable standards 
for altering, improvement, reconstructing, 
modernizing, and rehabilitating existing 
structures and allow us an opportunity to try 

to meet those standards and by this method 
achieve the objective of redevelopment.”14 

Representing the Sacramento chapter of the 
JACL, Toko Fuji read a statement in opposi-
tion to the plan.15 “Japanese Americans, as 
a particular minority group, are just barely 
recovering from the tragedy of the recent 
mass evacuation of World War II,” Fuji 
stated: “We hope that safeguards will be 
insured for every resident of Sacramento 
regardless of his economic status and that 
the City Council will defend the needs and 
right of every person regardless of race or 
color.” In a last-ditch effort, JARSA represen-
tatives proposed to retain a one block section 
of the redevelopment area, where Japanese 
American merchants could consolidate their 
businesses. The Sacramento Redevelopment 
Agency immediately shot down the idea, 
arguing that it was an obstacle to large-scale 
construction projects.

On July 22, 1954 Sacramento’s City Council 
unanimously approved the agency’s plan for 
Project 2-A. Councilman Leslie E. Wood, who 

The front page of The Sacramento Bee. July 1, 1954.
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ENDNOTES

made the motion to adopt the plan, stated, 
“We have answered to the best of our ability 
all of the questions that can be answered at 
this time. I believe our statement of policy 
the other night went a long way toward assur-
ing the people of the west end they will be 
treated fairly.”16 What became known as the 
“Capitol Mall” project cleared the way for 
bulldozers to enter the area. Demolition 
of Japantown began in January 1957, and 
by March 1961, all 310 parcels in the area 
had been flattened. Many of Sacramento’s 
Japantown residents relocated to Oak Cen-
ter, a neighborhood that would become a 
redevelopment target area in 1973.

Sacramento’s Japantown is more than 
a story of decline and destruction. It is a 
testament to community organizing and 
resistance, and the enduring legacy of 
responsive political engagement by com-
munities of color during the postwar rush to 
redevelopment. When the Japanese Ameri-
can Redevelopment Study Association in 
Sacramento dissolved many of its former 
members remained politically active despite 
losing their fight against the Sacramento 
Redevelopment Agency. 

Sakuma Mamoru continued with his law 
practice in Sacramento and was appointed 
to the Superior Court of California in 1963. 
He returned to his own private practice in 
1985 and did not retire until 2005. Henry 
Taketa also continued his own law practice 
in Sacramento, was a leader in the JACL, 
and continued to champion the history of 
Sacramento’s Japanese American commu-
nity, including the dedication of a histori-
cal plaque at the Walerga Detention Facility 
in 1987 and the identification and reburial 
of eleven internees at Tule Lake in 1989.17 

Nathaniel Colley went on to become one of 
Sacramento’s most prominent civil rights 
advocates. He served as chairman of the 
legal committee of the NAACP. Colley was 
one of the lawyers who successfully argued 
in the California Supreme Court to reverse 
Proposition 14, which had allowed property 
owners the right to refuse to sell property 
to anyone based on their race.18 

Street scene along 4th and L Streets showing the Ginza Sukiyaki Restaurant on the left at 1326 4th 
Street. Frank Christy Collection, courtesy Center for Sacramento History.


