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Loyalty, trust saves Skagit farming legacy  
Sakuma, Mapes family bond endures  
  
By WHITNEY PIPKIN  
Staff Writer  
  
 BURLINGTON — In a conference room at Sakuma Brothers’ processing plant one morning this month, 
Steve Sakuma and Don Mapes eased into a familiar cadence of conversation. They reminisced about the 
land their families farmed back in the day, much of which is now under asphalt and stores along Burlington 
Boulevard.  
  
 Steve offered Don coffee, then a doughnut. Don told a story, referring to Steve’s relatives by their 
nicknames. These days, the two see each other once a week at Allen United Methodist, where they both 
attend church.  
  
 Separated in age by almost two decades, they still share many of the same memories. They can talk in 
great detail about the ties between their families, ties that have a whole lot to do with why the Sakumas are 
still farming in Skagit County.  
  
 Don, 83, starts to tell the story, because “this was before Steve was ever born.”  
  
 It was the summer of 1942, just days before the strawberries — nearing their peak of red perfection — 
would need to be picked, he said.  
  
 Steve’s father Atsusa Sakuma, who went by “Tuse,” and three of his brothers had been farming in Skagit 
County for almost six years. The rest of the family — their parents and six other siblings — still lived on 
Bainbridge Island, where they also farmed strawberries.  
 
 Most summers, the whole clan would come to Skagit County to help harvest by hand the 40-some acres of 
strawberries there. But the year Don recalled was different.  
 
 Pearl Harbor had been attacked in December. A new era had rushed in overnight; suddenly Japanese-
Americans were viewed as potential enemies of America instead of neighbors, business associates and 
farmers. In the wake of the attack and America’s entry into World War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
signed an order that made possible the relocation of tens of thousands of Japanese-Americans to internment 
camps.  
  
 The Sakumas on Bainbridge Island were among the first sent to one of those camps.  
  
 In March, the parents and six of their children headed to Manzanar relocation camp in the Owens Valley of 
California, northeast of Los Angeles. They’d later go to camp Minidoka near Hunt, Idaho.  
  
 The four Sakuma brothers in Skagit County, each in their early- to mid-20s, didn’t leave until May. When 
they did, they were sent to the Tule Lake camp in northeast California. The 12 family members wouldn’t be 
reunited until after the war.  
  
 With just weeks before they’d have to leave, the Sakuma brothers tried to find a way — or maybe a person 
— to keep their land.  
 
A handshake  
  
 The processing company R.D. Bodle Co. recruited Atsusa Sakuma and others from their Bainbridge Island 
farms to farm strawberries in Skagit County, which could be reached by road instead of ferry. The Nisei, or 
second generation of Japanese families, could own land because they were American-born, unlike the first 
generation, or Issei.  



  
 Atsusa, 21 and the oldest in the family, left for Skagit in 1937 and was later joined by three of his brothers 
as they came of age. The young man was quickly befriended by another strawberry farmer, Oscar Mapes. 
Despite their difference in age (Oscar was already a grandfather at the time), the two became “fast friends.”  
  
 When the Sakumas found out they were being sent to camps — and in a hurry — they turned to Mapes.  
  
 Oscar’s grandson, Don Mapes, now the last living relative from that era, was 14 at the time. He vividly 
recalls his family’s commitment to the Sakumas, which only grew that summer.  
  
 “Grandpa always said that Atsusa Sakuma’s word is his bond, and he trusts that more than an iron-clad 
contract,” he said.  
  
 It was a good thing, since the Sakumas didn’t have time to write up a contract about who would do what. 
They barely had time to sign papers allowing Mapes to pay taxes on the land while they were gone.  
  
 The other details were decided with a handshake: Mapes would watch the land, taking care of that year’s 
harvest and however many came after, until the boys returned.  
  
 Don Mapes remembers the busy harvest that year. Along with the Sakumas’ 42 acres and their own 
strawberry fields, the Mapeses had taken over harvesting for two other Japanese families as well, who had 
five or six acres apiece.  
  
 Atsusa and his three brothers had gone to a desert-like camp in California, hundreds of miles inland. Many 
had to build their own dwellings and transform the dry soil into farmland. Eventually, the Sakuma brothers 
were able to leave Tule Lake for work on a farm outside of Chicago. In 1944, three of the four brothers 
were drafted to serve in the war.  
  
 Their 4-foot-11-inch brother, Akira, also called “shorty,” was not tall enough to join the Army, so he was 
transferred to be with the rest of the Sakuma family. Akira was the first Sakuma to return to Skagit County 
as Japanese families were allowed to begin leaving the camps in early 1945.  
  
 His first stop was Oscar and Nora Mapes’ home, where he asked for help finding a place to stay. After 
setting him up with a room at the President Hotel, Nora got a phone call from a resident who wanted to 
start a vigilante committee to keep the Japanese families from returning home.  
  
 As Don tells it, Grandma Nora “told him in no uncertain terms that there would be no such committee.”  
  
 But Akira still couldn’t restart the farming operation on his own. All the paperwork was under the name of 
his brother, Atsusa, who was still at war. The elder Sakumas, who had since given up their land on 
Bainbridge and moved to Skagit County, worked with a local church to acquire a letter of hardship that 
helped bring Atsusa back early “to take care of business.”  
  
 As Japanese families trickled back from the camps, many of them moved to new locations where they had 
family or could find work. Historians don’t know exactly how many families were able to return to land in 
the places they had lived.  
  
Generations  
  
 Although there are a few recorded instances of Nisei getting help from neighbors to retain their land, it was 
far more likely for Japanese landowners to lose their property after having to sell too quickly or entrusting 
it to the care of someone who betrayed them, said John Findlay, a professor of Pacific Northwest studies at 
the University of Washington.  
  
 His colleague, Tetsuden Kashima, a professor of American ethnic studies at the UW, agreed that what the 
Sakuma family experienced was not the norm.  



  
 “There were a number of ways the Niseis could come back to land. But the easiest way was, like the 
Sakumas, if they had someone watch the land,” he said.  
  
 It wasn’t until the 1980s that President Ronald Reagan officially condemned the internment of Japanese-
Americans, signing a law that paid each living victim $20,000 in reparations.  
  
 “The trouble is, by the time you did that, most of the first generation who’d really suffered, they were all 
gone,” said Steve Sakuma, whose father, Atsusa, received a check in the late ’80s.  
  
 “It was a pittance for the ones who’d lost everything,” Don Mapes added.  
  
 Not all was lost. Atsusa had met his wife, Grace, at the Tule Lake camp.  
  
 Born in 1946, Steve remembers growing up largely unaware of the turmoil that took place just before his 
birth. He and his older brother participated in Boy Scouts and Cub Scouts. They were often the only 
Japanese students in their classes, but no one made much of it.  
  
 Their parents, however, still couldn’t be members of certain social clubs, though they had longstanding 
business relationships with people in the Caucasian community. Steve said that while his generation was 
protected from the pain, his parents were still hurting, and a little angry.  
  
 “Our folks’ generation, they weren’t gonna say anything because all they wanted to do was prove that they 
were Americans…” he said. “The first generation, they weren’t humbled, they were humiliated.”  
  
 “But we didn’t know any of this stuff because they didn’t want us to be prejudiced by it; they didn’t want 
us to be humiliated by it.”  
  
 Steve’s grandfather, Takeo Sakuma, first immigrated to the United States to help build the railroad in the 
early 1900s. He returned to Japan to find his bride, Nobu, and then settled in 1915 on Bainbridge Island.  
  
 They raised 10 children there — and strawberries.  
  
Still known for strawberries  
  
 After nearly 75 years in Skagit County, the Sakumas’ farms and fame have grown beyond the county’s 
borders. They’re the only Japanese family still farming in Skagit County, though a few others had returned 
after World War II.  
  
 Sakuma Brothers Farms is now owned by seven of the 28 children in the Sansei, or third, generation and 
one in the fourth generation. The family farms about 1,000 acres of strawberries, raspberries, blueberries 
and blackberries in Washington and another 1,000 acres in California for nursery plants. Their processing 
facilities span more than 10 acres in Skagit County, and they have housing for up to 450 seasonal workers 
in the summers.  
  
 If you’ve had Häagen-Dazs strawberry ice cream, there’s an 80 percent chance it had Sakuma berries in it. 
During a tour of the farm a couple years ago, Gov. Chris Gregoire asked Steve Sakuma if his raspberries 
would be ripe in time for her daughter’s wedding that August.  
  
 But Steve said he doesn’t know that any of it would exist — at least not in Skagit County — were it not for 
the Mapes family.  
  
 “If that bond wasn’t there and their trust and loyalty wasn’t there, we wouldn’t be here, probably. I don’t 
know where we’d be, but we probably wouldn’t be here,” Steve Sakuma said.  
  



 Back then, he didn’t understand why his dad insisted on taking a truck bed full of berries every summer to 
the Mapeses, who also farmed strawberries at the time. He saw that his dad was grateful and, for whatever 
reason, felt he owed the Mapeses constantly. As a kid, Steve and his siblings didn’t get it.  
  
 “After you look back in retrospect, you say ‘Wow,’ that’s why it all happened,” Steve said.  
  
Whitney Pipkin can be reached at 360-416-2112 or at wpipkin@skagitpublishing. com. Follow her on 
Twitter at www.twitter.com/biz_svh. 
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