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Yamato and Morikami

The Story of the Japanese Colony
and Some of I ts Settlers

Yamato Road is the only visible reminder
today of the once thriving Japanese colony in
Boca Raton. A comprehensive his tory of the
Japanese sett lement and i t s re la t ion to the
popular Morikami Museum in Delray Beach has
not previously appeared in the Spanish River
Papers. The present paper is an attempt to
set forth in chronological order what can be
gathered from the archives of the Boca Raton
His tor ica l Society, publications by the
Morikami.staff, and the writer's own research
in the area.

Although construction of Flagler's r a i l -
road made it easy to get from Jacksonville to
Miami, s e t t l e r s were slow to fo l low.
Flagler's agent in Boca Raton, Captain Thomas
M. Rickards , came here o r i g i n a l l y as a
surveyor for the canal company. Rickards
bought fifty acres in 1884 south of Palmetto
Road and east of the Intracoastal. Under the
arrangement wi th the S t a t e of Flor ida ,
Flagler received 8,000 acres for every mile
of railroad he built . The acreage granted to
the rai lroad in th is way has been est imated
to total between one and two million acres.

James E. Ingraham, one of F lag le r ' s
t rusted a s s i s t an t s was placed in complete
charge of the Florida East Coast's land de-
partment. This was incorporated in 1896 as
the Model Land Company and controlled the
huge tracts of land from Jacksonville to Key
West. In James Ingraham, Flagler had a wide-
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ranging assistant of great energy and enter-
prise. In 1892 Ingraham made the first topo-
graphical reconnaissance of the Everglades
and the adjacent coast line. The road lead-
ing from Florida City to Flamingo is actually
called Ingraham Highway. At Cape Sable there
is six-mile-long Lake Ingraham. Many Ever-
glades canals date back to this period as
Ingraham tried to drain the land for agr i -
cultural use.

The Model Land Company provided agr i -
cultural assistance and its experts gave much
help to the early se t t l e r s in the pract ical
development of the East Coast country. It
was in this way that Jo Sakai s tar ted to
correspond with James Ingraham. The Boca
Raton Historical Society recently obtained
this correspondence from Tom Rickards1 grand-
son who now lives in North Carolina.

Jo Sakai was born in 1874 in Miyazu,
Japan. After graduating from Doshisha Uni-
versity, Kyoto, this enterprising young man
came to the United States at the turn of the
century. In 1903 Sakai graduated from New
York Univers i ty. He died from tuberculosis
in 1923 in Ashevi l ie , North Carol ina at 51-
years of age, and is buried at Wood lawn
Cemetery, West Palm Beach. Apart from this
not a great deal is known of Jo Sakai's
origin or how he f i rs t got the idea to es t -
ablish an agricultural colony for Japanese
nationals. He may have come across some of
the publications of the State Bureau of Im-
migration.

Following the Civil War, Florida badly
needed settlers to populate countless acres
of unused land. Dade County up to 1909
covered no less than 7,200 square miles from
the St. Lucie River to the Keys. In 1880,
the county had a population of only 275
whites. By the 1890 Census this had in-
creased to 726. In 1900, West Palm Beach had
a population of 564. Only half A dozen
families had settled in the Boca Raton area.

When Jo Sakai f i r s t contacted the Bureau of
Immigration in 1903, Tom Rickards was trying
to attract growers of oranges and pineapples
who would pay $100 for five acres of raw land
which s t i l l had to be cleared.

Rickards, Boca Raton's f i r s t developer,
surveyed and subdivided about 500 acres of '
land he had bought since his a r r iva l . In
1897 he sent out a flyer advertising the lots
in ten-acre-tracts at twenty dollars an acre.
There is a map on the back of the flyer
showing Lake Wyman and Lake Boca Raton, the
pavilion reef, and the Florida East Coast
Railroad tracks. The flyer painted an a t -
tractive picture of the area to the prospect-
ive buyer:

No better location for pineapple
culture in the state, considering
transportation, quality of soil ,
and freedom from cold. In sight of
the Ocean, 40 minutes by rail from
the big hotels with their electric
lights, water works, paved streets,
bicycle paths and extreme modern
improvements.

Captain Rickards had a fine sense for land
values and set the scene for later property
appreciation in downtown Boca Raton.

Thomas Gregersen and Larry Rosensweig
have suggested in a recent paper "Establish-
ment of the Yamato Colony 1903 - July 1905"
that James Ingraham of the Model Land Company
asked a college friend on the faculty of New
York University to put him into contact with
a dependable Japanese who might be interested
in heading up a Florida colonization project.
One such proposal had been made by Professor
Warren Clark who had actual ly been to Japan
in the 1870s.

Jo Sakai arrived in Jacksonville towards
the end of November 1903 armed with a letter
of introduction from the Dean of New York
Unive r s i ty School of Finance. He met
Ingraham and Rickards and within weeks of his



arr iva l had signed an agreement with the
Model Land Company to locate the proposed
colony in the Boca Raton a rea . Frank
Cheseboro has a diary entry dated December
25, 1903 "A Jap here at Rickards1 looking for
a tract of land for colony." On December 27,
1903 Mr. Cheseboro noted "Mr. Curry and the
Jap leaving on the train." (Spani sh River
Papers, October 1977). "Mr. Curry" was
George Graham Curr ie, a Canadian lawyer and
developer who set t led in West Palm Beach
around the time of its incorporation in 1894.
Currie later became Mayor of West Palm Beach
and was a c lose fr iend of the Rickards
family.

Jo Sakai, after inspecting land in var-
ious par ts of the s ta te , eventually bought
one thousand acres from James Ingraham, act-
ing for the Model Land Company. Ingraham had
also been active along other par ts of the
Florida rai l road. By 1895 settlements had
been established in Linton ( later renamed
Delray and then Delray Beach) and" Boynton.
Boynton had as many as seventy s e t t l e r s by
1897 — many of Finnish extract ion - - and
over one hundred acres were being cultivated.
Linton had about 170 s e t t l e r s most of whom
owned substantial acreage.

International farming colonies had also
been established during this period south of
Fort Lauderdale. At Hallandale a group of
Swedish Lutherans and some Dutch had settled.
The town was originally to be called Hoi Ian-
dale but the first vowel was somehow changed.
This community was incorporated in 1927. In
present-day Dania, a group called the Danish
Brotherhood from Wisconsin started to ra ise
tomatoes in 1896 and named the i r town
Modello, after the Model Land Company. This
name was la ter dropped to avoid confusion
with another Modello township near Homestead.
The Danes proved to be very successful. By
1908, the community had grown to over a thou-
sand and produced over three hundred t ra in

carloads of tomatoes and fifty cars of pine-
apples.

The contract between Ingraham and Sakai
s t ipulated that the Japanese were to begin
farming not later than August 1904. The
colonists would work for a period of about
one year under the guidance of Tom Rickards
who was to oversee their experimental crop.
The Model Land Company was to cover the cost
of the equipment and provide housing. This
was to be repaid once the Japanese colony
began turning a profit.

The beginning of Sakai's project was
thus most encouraging as he met a general
climate of wil l ingness among business and
p o l i t i c a l c i r c l e s to es tabl ish a Japanese
colony in the south of the s t a t e . James
Ingraham also had received favorable reports
of Japanese successes in working the land in
California. Generally i t was fel t that the
Japanese were born farmers who would inaugur-
ate new methods of cul t ivat ing f ru i t s and
vegetables not previously grown in Florida.
As it turned out later, the men Sakai brought
over from Japan were not trained farmers but
inexperienced adventurous young bachelors in
their twenties and t h i r t i e s — some with
University degrees - - who were wi l l ing to
work hard.

It has been possible to pin-point the
exact date on which Sakai departed from
Florida. In the issue of December 31, 1903,
the Jacksonville Florida Times-Union pub-
lished an interview just prior to Sakai's
departure. In the Morikami Newsletter July
1984 there is a reproduction of the front
page of this paper. In the interview Sakai
"brimmed with enthusiasm" as he outlined in
ambitious terms how he proposed to settle not
only the Boca Raton si te but all the acreage
offered him through the s t a t e . Sakai then
brief ly v is i ted Washington where he met
officials of the U.S. Department of Agricul-



ture and the Bureau of Immigration. In Jan-
uary 1904, Jo Sakai was back in New York to
begin the next phase of the project , that of
gathering colonists to s e t t l e the land. He
quickly ran into difficulties.

The first two recruits contacted in New
York, who were to begin prac t ica l farming
experience under Capt. Rickards, never ar-
rived in Florida but headed instead for Cali-
fornia. However, Sakai found a replacement,
Nobuj i Inoue, a relative, arrived in February
1904 to work in the tomato fields under
Rickards's supervision. He took his meals
with the Rickards family and was so taken by
the instructions and treatment which he re-
ceived, that he refused payment of his first
wages.

Sakai left for Japan in March 1904 and
proceeded to his hometown of Miyazu (now the
s i s t e r c i ty of Delray Beach) northwest of
Kyoto. He immediately got busy with pros-
pective investors and sponsors but ran into
red tape as a report had to be submitted to
the Japanese Foreign Ministry. Its permis-
sion had to be obtained before the group of
pioneers could leave Japan.

One influential sponsor interested in
Sakai's project was Count Masakuni Okudaira,
an American university graduate and younger
brother of a provincial Lord. George Sukeji
Morikami was sponsored in this way in 1906 by
Manzaburo Oki, a silk merchant. The sponsor
paid passage to Amer i ca and 1iv ing expenses
in return for three years of labor in the
sponsor's f ie lds . At the end of this period
the immigrant received a cash bonus of $500
which could then be used to acquire land in
the colony. As we sha l l see l a t e r ,
Morikami's sponsor died from typhoid in 1907
and George found that he had worked for
nothing.

By April 1904, Sakai was s t i l l in Japan
running from one place to another. He se-
cured a number of recrui ts among re la t ives

and friends in the Miyazu area. Exit permits
and passports were required. Sakai found the
Foreign Ministry very difficult to deal with,
par t ly as the resul t of the Russo-Japanese
War of 1904-1905 (to be won by Japan). This
led Sakai to explore other routes.

Rather than dealing himself with the
Foreign Ministry and bringing the s e t t l e r s
over as a group, Sakai had the colonis ts
represent themselves as students wishing to
study in America. This decept ion worked as
long as each individual obtained his own
passport and disguised his true intent ions.
Thus the f i r s t two "students" arrived in
Florida by August 1904 as specified in the
original contract. A larger body of eight
followed in November and another group came
two weeks la ter . Henry Flagler gave these
men free passage from California as an in-
ducement to s e t t l e here. By the end of
December 1904, Sakai had a to ta l of twelve
colonists in place. Sakai himself returned
with the November group. Ingraham arranged
for Capt. Rickards to meet the newcomers in
Jacksonville and personally escort them to
Boca Raton.

Di f f i cu l t i e s soon arose between the
colonists and Ingraham. The land west of
Boca Raton, which Sakai had inspected on his
previous v i s i t , according to Ingraham, was
not sufficiently drained and s t i l l too wet to
cultivate. Rickards, however, was willing to
rent the Japanese acreage on favorable terms
to raise an experimental crop under his d i -
rection, thus obtaining experience while
earning a living from the crop. They would
thus, at the beginning at least , have been
tenant farmers rather than land owners work-
ing their own fields.

The Japanese were an educated group and
it could not have escaped their a t t en t ion
that this was a disadvantageous arrangement.



Florida law actually made generous provisions
for homesteaders who could acquire full t i t l e
to as much as 160 acres per family, provided
they worked the land for five years, built a
homestead and filed certain proofs.

The s e t t l e r s had christened their land
"Yamato", an ancient name for Japan. In
Japanese this is written with two old Chinese
characters meaning "great" and "harmony".
The name "Yamato" is a favorite with Japanese
immigrants. Two other Japanese colonies with
that name were formed in the United States;
one at Livingston, California, near San
Francisco and the other near Brownsville,
Texas. Although the Brownsville settlement
fai led after World War I. The Californian
Yamato colony has been highly successful and
exis t s today as the Livingston Farmers As-
sociation (see Hosokawa, Nisei: The Quiet
Americans (New York 1969).

Init ial farming was slow and difficult.
No more than one acre a season could be
cleared by even the most hard working se t -
t l e r s using grubbing hoe, rake, and shovel.
They had no t rac tors and a l l work had to be
done by hand. The harsh tropical climate
added to the discomfort of the immigrants.
Rains flooded the fields and ruined crops.
Mosquitoes and flies forced everyone to wear
head-nets during the summer months.

Accommodations were simple and consisted
of crude shacks built from native pine trees.
The set t lers had l i t t l e furniture, plumbing,
or other comforts. There was no electricity.
Air conditioning, radio and T.V. obviously
were not available yet. The roads were poor
and work took up most of the men's time. A
t r i p to the store in Boca Ratone or Linton
several mi les away was a special event.

The Homeseeker (July 1908) reported one
occasion when J. Sakai and T. Ishibashi from
Yamato came to West Palm Beach on bicycles to
transact business at the local s tores . The

Del ray News would record in its gossip column
some of the movements of the Yamato residents
and their v i s i t s to Delray. Thus the issue
for Friday, August 24, 1923, included the
following:

YAMA.TO

Mr. Y. Mory was a visitor to Delray
Monday. Mr. Oscar Kobayaski and
Mrs. Yoshida drove over to West
Palm Beach and brought back Mrs.
Kobayaski and baby daughter last
Monday.

Mr. Komayai and Mrs. Sakai
and two daughters have gone to
North Carolina to be with Mr. Sakai
who is reported to be improving.

This news item turned out to be unduly
optimistic as Jo Sakai had died on August
21st at Asheville, N.C.

Mr. D.I. Oeshi was a business visitor
to Delray Saturday. Papa Kobayaski
was in Delray Tuesday. Messrs. Shiota
and Yamauchi were visitors to Delray
Tuesday.

Some of the settlers became disgruntled
because of these harsh conditions and in 1905
several broke away. The settlement however
seemed to prosper and by 1907 the FBC Railway
had established a station at Yamato where
51st Street now crosses the tracks.

The Yamato area had had a Post Office
since 1902. According to Bradbury's
Chronology of Flor ida Post Of f i ces the name



of the original office was "Wyman," but this
was changed to Yamato in August 1907. In
June 1919 the "Yamato" o f f i ce was b r i e f l y
c losed and merged wi th the "Bocaratone" of-
f i ce which dates back to 1899- The Yamato
s e t t l e r s protested and although their office
was reopened in October 1920, i t was c losed
for good on May 23, 1925.

The name "Wyman" of the or ig inal office

YAMATO YOUNGSTERS PHOTOGRAPHED BY THEIR
TEACHER AT THE YAMATO SOEOLKXJSE, BLY DAVIS,
1922. Left to r i g h t : Rank Kkamiya, Walter
Smith, Rokuo Kamiya, Harry Smith.

is a m a t t e r of some local c u r i o s i t y . Very
l i t t l e is known about the origin of Wyman. A
map drawn in 1896 by Thomas Richards shows a
Lake Wyman, but how th is name was derived is
u n c l e a r . There may be a connect ion w i t h a
Professor Jef f r ies Wyman, f i r s t d i rec tor of
the Peabody Museum at Harvard, who made a
number of e x p l o r a t o r y v i s i t s to F l o r i d a in
the 1866-1874 pe r iod . In 1978 the Peabody
Museum issued a number of l e t t e r s to his son
w r i t t e n dur ing t h i s pe r iod under the t i t l e
Dear Je f f i e . Professor Wyman mentions places
such as Blue Spring near Ocala, Hibernia, Old
Town in Dixie County, and Bethlehem. Ralph
M. Munroe in The Commodore's Story, p. 137,
ment ions a "Wyman" as a member of a Coast
Survey p a r t y whose camp he had seen at
Hil lsboro on Christmas Eve 1883. I t is pos-
s i b l e t h e r e f o r e tha t Lake Wyman was named
a f t e r P ro fe s so r Wyman, or he h imsel f might
have so named the lake , There i 0 no r e f e r -
ence to Wyman in Allen Morris1 F lor ida Place
Names (1974) nor does t h i s s tandard work
mention Yamato or Modello.

In 1906 Sada Sakai , Jo Sakai ' s wi fe and
the colony 's f i r s t woman, a r r i v e d . In 1909
their daughter became the f i r s t child born in
the colony. The Sakais a l t o g e t h e r had f ive
daughters who re tu rned to Japan w i t h t h e i r
mother in 1924 shor t ly after Jo Sakai 's
death. Other se t t le rs sent back to Japan for
their wives and began to raise families. As
these fami 1 ies grew, the old shacks became
inadequate and new and bigger houses were
b u i l t . The Tropical Sun (November 3, 1906)
reported: "There are at present about f i f t y
acres set in pineapple alone, to say nothing
of the acreage devoted to other f ru i t s and
vegetables . . . . Eight houses have been
built recently, and last week seven newcomers
arrived from far-away Japan."

The situation in which George Morikami
found himself has been described in the
a r t i c l e by George F. Pozzetta and Harry A.


