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A note to the reader

In Japanese, the word komorebi translates as “sunlight flowing In Japanese, the word komorebi translates as “sunlight flowing 
through trees” - a description of the impermanent reality of the through trees” - a description of the impermanent reality of the 
sunshine and shadows shimmering through and around the leaves.  sunshine and shadows shimmering through and around the leaves.  
This is how I think of this book’s narrative.  It is research and This is how I think of this book’s narrative.  It is research and 
imagination softening their shared boundaries into story: a imagination softening their shared boundaries into story: a 
komorebi life.komorebi life.

When I began researching, all I had were three facts: his last name When I began researching, all I had were three facts: his last name 
was Saito, he lived in the Eclipse Hotel and he played baseball with was Saito, he lived in the Eclipse Hotel and he played baseball with 
Chinatown kids.  Chasing an idea, I explored the newly released 1950 Chinatown kids.  Chasing an idea, I explored the newly released 1950 
US Census and discovered Rinzo Saito, 63 years old, residing in the US Census and discovered Rinzo Saito, 63 years old, residing in the 
Eclipse Hotel.  Unclear on whether he was the Saito mentioned in Eclipse Hotel.  Unclear on whether he was the Saito mentioned in 
International ExaminerInternational Examiner articles from the 1970’s by young adults who  articles from the 1970’s by young adults who 
remembered his kindness, I proceeded on a fact-finding journey that remembered his kindness, I proceeded on a fact-finding journey that 
uncovered far more information about Rinzo Saito than I anticipated.  I uncovered far more information about Rinzo Saito than I anticipated.  I 
was surprised that a bachelor Japanese elder whose obituary cites no was surprised that a bachelor Japanese elder whose obituary cites no 
organizations or affiliations has an accessible recorded legacy.  organizations or affiliations has an accessible recorded legacy.  

I assembled a  timeline of Saito’s life from researched items found in I assembled a  timeline of Saito’s life from researched items found in 
the Resource Materials section at the end of this book.  The “Saito Re-the Resource Materials section at the end of this book.  The “Saito Re-
membered” section lists articles, interviews and materials that membered” section lists articles, interviews and materials that 
record memories of Saito.  A transcript from his World War II record memories of Saito.  A transcript from his World War II 
incarceration at Fort Missoula contains the only words directly from incarceration at Fort Missoula contains the only words directly from 
him.  Without letters or diaries by Saito to work from, I created his life him.  Without letters or diaries by Saito to work from, I created his life 
vignettes from imagination.  Eventually, I found a brief profile in the vignettes from imagination.  Eventually, I found a brief profile in the 
book book IsseiIssei that confirmed Rinzo Saito was the baseball loving Saito of  that confirmed Rinzo Saito was the baseball loving Saito of 
Chinatown’s baseball playing youths.Chinatown’s baseball playing youths.

I offer this book in remembrance of Rinzo Saito and to the lives I offer this book in remembrance of Rinzo Saito and to the lives 
entwined with his.entwined with his.



Saito would arrive at 12 
noon to the Chong Wa 
Benevolent Association’s 
playground.  He carried a 
bag of baseball equipment.

“He would point - it’s 
coming to you!” 
remembers Tony Chinn.

“He said, “We play baseball!  Baseball!”  
I was one of the older guys. So okay, I’d 
say, “Listen, divide up the teams!” And 
Saito can pitch. So he pitched. And he 
was umpire, too. And we would argue 
“Saito is he out?!”

Saito would motion “Out!”

He’d say somebody go buy soda and 
he’d give him a couple dollars.  It was 
10 cents a soda back then. And he’d 
buy soda for everybody.”



“Tony!  
	 Number one hit!  
		  Number one catch!”



“He brought base-
ball mitts.  After we 
played, you’d give it 
back to him and he 
said, “No, you keep 
it.”

He gave it to us 
because we were 
regulars.  A half 
dozen of us kids.”

Games were at noon 
and later in the day.



“After a while he start-
ed giving coins after 
we finished playing.  
He would dole out 
coins, like quarters 
and stuff,” Tony said.

“At 6 o’clock, Albert 
had to go to his 
father’s business, the 
Wah Young Company, 
to eat.  His father told 
him, “You be on time!” 

The employees ate at 6 o’clock.  You better 
be there because it’s respectful. You know, 
you’re just a kid and you are not coming 
late to dinner.” 

“Come 6 o’clock Albert says, “I have to 
go!”  Then we would tease him and say 
“Saito, he’ll come back!  You don’t have to 
pay him now!” laughed Tony.

Saito gave Albert coins despite the teasing 
of other children.

“You know, we were poor then.  No one 
had an allowance unless you had a grand-
father or someone to get nickels and  
dimes from,” explains Tony.



The 1950 United States Census records 
were released April 2022.

Families and single men and women lived in places like the Oak 
Tin, Eclipse Hotel, Eastern Hotel, and Rex Hotel in Chinatown.

Raymond, age 24, manager at a restaurant.  Winston, 22 years old, and 
Byron, 19 years old, born in Washington state. Maymie, 25 years old, a 
director for teenagers at the YWCA in Seattle.

Dong, 43 years old. A 
cook at a restaurant.

G.W., age 67.  A 
carpenter employed 
at a carpentry shop.



Nguey, 36 years old 
and a store clerk at a 
grocery store.

Chong, 55 years old, 
and a restaurant 
waiter.

Higot, a 46 year old 
Swedish fisherman 
working at sea.

William, 62 years old, 
and a barber.  He was 
one of many Japanese 
barbers in Seattle 
during the first half of 
the 20th century.  



Kelly, 50 years old, from Texas is a forestry crew leader.
Okada, 53 years old, from Japan is a coffee shop waitress.
Harry, 68 years old, born in Pennsylvania, is unemployed.

Yanko, 71 years old, from Montenegro is unemployed.
Cecil, 42 years old, born in Indiana, works for the U.S. government 
as a census taker.
Charles, 51 years old, from Nebraska, works at a bakery.



Emil, a 77 year old born in Finland, is unemployed.
Carl, a 71 year old Norwegian immigrant, is unemployed.
Rinzo, a 63 year old born in Japan, works at a club.

His full name is Rinzo 
Saito.  He lives at the 
Eclipse Hotel located 
at 670 Weller Street in 
Seattle, Washington.  
He worked 48 hours 
the previous week.  He 
never married.

He was born in 1888 in 
Kamitsuma, Japan.





























After leaving his hometown of Kamitsuma in Japan, Saito worked as 
a waiter and a cook on ships crossing the Pacific Ocean.







“You’re a cook, Saito!  No sitting on deck!

	 Go below deck if you want to sit!”







Seattle, Washington.  1912.



With Seattle as homebase, work in the Alaska 
canneries during the salmon season became 
part of life’s rhythm.









Indigenous, Chinese, Filipino, Scandinavian, Italian, Croatian and 
Japanese people did dangerous work from fishing to lead soldering 
cans and slicing innumerable fish every day.  One day a new butcher-
ing machine was introduced and the ring of singing knives was 
replaced by a machine named “The Iron Chink” - a terrible slur 
against once valuable workers.



Returning to Seattle during the off-sea-
son, Saito worked in the thriving enter-
tainment district of the Jackson Street 
jazz clubs.  Edythe Turnham and her 
Knights of Syncopation played frequently.



Saito worked at the Toyo Club, one of the 
largest Japanese gambling clubs on the West 
Coast.  He worked as a porter and cook, and 
ran the gambling games as well.



“A full house 
tonight!”



From 1912 to 1941, Saito worked in the Nihonmachi and Chinatown.  
He lived in the Rex Hotel on King Street and on Jackson Street in a 
building later demolished for the I-5 highway corridor in the 1960’s.  
He shopped at Higo Ten-Cent Store and walked up and down the 
neighborhood hills.  At the Nippon Kan Theater, he heard songs 
that reminded him of his childhood, of his mother singing while she 
cooked.  During the New Year celebrations crackled through the 
streets, the smell of incense and sound of drums and firecrackers  
welcomed each year.



On February 21, 1942, an FBI special agent and two King County 
sheriff deputies arrested Rinzo Saito at the Rex Hotel.  Among the 
“prohibited articles seized” were photos of himself and friends, Japa-
nese magazines, a map written in Japanese and other papers written 
in Japanese.

By 1940, the Nihonmachi (also known as Japantown) had grown to 
more than 10,000 residents.  

Shortly after the December 7, 1941 bombing of Pearl 
Harbor, the arrests and interrogation by FBI agents of 
Nihonmachi leaders, business owners and elders began.



Saito was incarcerated at the Immigration and Naturalization 
Services Building.  He was interrogated on his memberships with 
organizations, his family in Japan and where he worked.  

From the National Archives 
(Archives.gov): 

On February 19, 1942, President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt issued 
Executive Order 9066 that au-
thorized military commanders to 
exclude civilians from military ar-
eas. Although the language of the 
order did not specify any ethnic 
group, Lieutenant General John 
L. DeWitt of the Western Defense 
Command proceeded to announce 
curfews that included only Japa-
nese Americans.



General DeWitt first 
encouraged voluntary 
evacuation by Japanese 
Americans from a limited 
number of areas. About 
seven percent of the total 
Japanese American 
population in these areas 
complied. Then on March 
29, 1942, under the 
authority of Roosevelt’s 
executive order, DeWitt 
issued Public Proclama-
tion No. 4, which began 
the forced evacuation 
and detention of 
Japanese-American West 
Coast residents on a 48-
hour notice. 
Only a few days prior 
to the proclamation, on 
March 21, Congress had 

passed Public Law 503, which made violation of Executive Order 
9066 a misdemeanor punishable by up to one year in prison and a 
$5,000 fine.

In the next six months, approximately 122,000 men, women, and 
children were forcibly moved to “assembly centers.” They were then 
evacuated to and confined in isolated, fenced, and guarded “reloca-
tion centers,” also known as “internment camps.” The 10 sites were 
in remote areas in six western states and Arkansas: Heart Mountain 
in Wyoming, Tule Lake and Manzanar in California, Topaz in Utah, 
Poston and Gila River in Arizona, Granada in Colorado, Minidoka in 
Idaho, and Jerome and Rowher in Arkansas.

Nearly 70,000 of the evacuees were American citizens. The govern-
ment made no charges against them, nor could they appeal their in-
carceration. All lost personal liberties; most lost homes and property 
as well.











By April 1942, Saito had been incarcerated at Fort Missoula, Mon-
tana, a Department of Justice camp.  He endured more interroga-
tions and allegations.

“State your full name.”
“Raymond M. Tong.”

“What is your full title?”
“Immigrant Inspector.”

Inspector Tong explained his 
qualifications as follows: “I have 
completed a course ... which qual-
ifies me as a fingerprint expert 
and a bertillion identification 
expert.  Together with this, I have 
studied “Personal Description” 
by C. Vogel; “Policia Cientifica” 
by Camra; “Anatomical Descrip-
tion of the Personal Features” by 
Otten Loghi; “Up From the Apes” 
by Hooten; and “Our Face, from 
Fish to Man” by William K. Grego-
ry.  These volumes constitute the 
only known contributions to this 
subject matter.”

After looking at photos of Saito 
and another person Tong said:
“In my opnion, I do not believe 
there exists any reasonable doubt 
but that they are photographs of 
the same person.”

Saito asked, “You said these two 
pictures are those of the same 
person.  Then what does that 
mean?”  Tong told Saito that he 
was not Saito, but a different per-
son altogether.

Saito further asked, “Were my 
fingerprints the same as those [of 
the other person]?”  He was told 
no.  



“Then [that person] has no finger-
prints?” Saito asked again.  
“No,” Tong verified.

“Then where did you get that picture 
which you think is similar to my pic-
ture?” queried Saito.
“[The photo was] contained in the 
official Los Angeles file... of one Saka-
do Hikuemon, who was admitted in 
transit through the United States at 
San Francisco, March 30, 1929.”

“Is that person here now?” Saito 
asked.

“In my opinion,” answered Inspec-
tor Tong, “you are the same person.”
Saito was one of many individuals who had his identity questioned.

By June 1942, the mistreatment of the Japanese immigrants at Fort 
Missoula had been reported by several outside officials and an inves-
tigation began.  Saito testified that he was physically shaken by an 
inspector and struck by an interpreter.  He also said he was made to 
stand entire days without lunch and an inspector corroborated say-
ing Saito was forced to stand eight hours a day for three or four days 
straight.  Other Japanese men were hit hard enough they bled or lost 
teeth.  An elder was made to stand outside for hours when the tem-
perature was thirty below zero.  The inspectors were found guilty 
but received minimal punishment for their abusive behavior.

Raymond M. Tong continued his career as an inspector for U.S. Im-
migrations, returning to San Diego, California after his time in Mon-
tana.  

Sakado Hikuemon, travelling with his wife in 1929, had become a 
farmer in Mexico.  

Saito was transferred to Santa Fe’s Department of Justice camp on 
April 6, 1944.

















“Saito, help the dinner crew with the fish shipment!”
The fish had arrived with maggots.

At the camp, Saito once again worked as a cook.



Baseball games provided laughter 
and exercise in the sparse land-
scape under the camp guard towers.

The kitchen work provided nourish-
ment, though Saito found it difficult 
to stomach slicing away mold from 
the day’s hot dogs.  As the incar-
cerated at the camp grew their 
own vegetables, fresh food supplies 
improved.



At night, search lights moved back and forth illuminating the barbed 
wire fences.  The song “Don’t Fence Me In” was popular among the 
youth as they sang to protest their incarceration.



In the distance, past the barbed wire fences, the sun rose over the 
hills.



Seasons pass and spring comes again.



The flowers couldn’t be contained by the fences.



And the mountains were not encircled by the wire.







In February 1946, six months after the war ended, documents were 
signed directing that Saito “an enemy alien be released.”  He left the 
Santa Fe Department of Justice camp on March 5th, headed to Seat-
tle.  The detention facility closed in May 1946.

By 1950, he had returned to the Nihonmachi and was living on 
Weller Street and working at a club.  He had pieced life together 
again in the neighborhood he had lived in for four decades.  Baseball 
games in the lot near the club provided fun for himself and 
Chinatown’s kids.



In 1960, Saito returned to Japan for the first time and last time since 
1912.  He reunited with his sister and visited the graves of his 
parents, family and friends.



“HEY!  Anyone see Saito lately?”
	 “Can’t say that I have.”
		  “Nope.”
			   “No.”
				    “Who?”
			   “Not for years, man.”



“.... his name was Saito....”
	 “He lived at the Eclipse Hotel.”
			   “I thought his name was Sato?  Or Seto?”
	 “He worked at the Wah Mee.”
“...we often went looking for Saito...”

“... friends like Saito made growing up a little bit easier.”



“...we often went looking for Saito, but never 
found him.  There was so much we wanted to say 
to him, to thank him for caring about street kids 
whom he barely knew, giving us money when he 
knew that we did not have any, playing with us 
when he had nothing better to do, being a friend, 
showing us that the generation gap really meant 
nothing.”

	 -- from “Ghosts of Childhoods Past”,
	  International Examiner.

More research material surfaced as this 
book went to print.  Questions were 
answered and more were asked.



The search for Saito is not over.  



Thank you to Dean Wong, Donnie Chin, Ron Choi and 
Tony Chinn.  Saito is remembered and searched for 

because of your shared memories.
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