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World War Bonsai: Remembrance & Resilience 
“Pacific Bonsai Museum’s special exhibition for 2020 and 2021, World War 
Bonsai: Remembrance & Resilience, traces the cultural practice of bonsai in 
location and time—in Japan and in the United States, from the pre-war WWII 
period, through wartime, amid incarceration, and at peace. With bonsai, artifacts, 
documents, and photographs, the exhibition shares the little-known stories of the 
people who ingeniously and courageously cared for bonsai, shared their art, and 
spurred a flourishing, global practice despite overwhelming hardships. Exhibition 
on view now through October 2021.”  PBM website. 
 
Photographs below are a few  from this special exhibit that include trees and stories about Kai 
Kawahara and Bob Kataoka, two of the members from the Denver Bonsai club who were very 
instrumental in the beginning of the Rocky Mountain Bonsai Society.  It is a great honor  for 
RMBS archives to have contributed to this exhibit, special thanks to Lily Kataoka Uyeda for her  
photos, personal stories and memories.  Pat Deutschman 

 
   
This photograph of Bob and Mary Kataoka  with their children Lily and brother, while interred 
in a camp, is featured at the      entrance to the exhibit     
 

HERITAGE TREES  -  BY PAT DEUTSCHMAN 
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 Bob Kataoka’s 47 Ronin This forest planting was created by artist Robert Kataoka from roadside seedlings 
he collected near Echo Park, Colorado in 1960 and is now part of the permanent collection at the PBM. 
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This old specimen was collected as a natural dwarf at an elevation 
of about 8,000 feet near Raymond Colorado.  The late artist 
Robert Kataoka collected the tree and began training it in 1964, 
orienting it to show off a large piece of dead wood, and keeping a 
broadly rounded, shrub like crown.  In 1997, PRBV curator, Dave 
DeGroot, restyled the tree using a new front and a single leader.  
In 2015 curator Aarin Packard restyled the tree changing it back to 
its historic front to show off the natural deadwood while changing 
the angle of the tree." 
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VOLUME 52 ISSUE 12 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



VOLUME 52 ISSUE 12 

 

 A History Rooted in Racism 
Told through Living Art 
World War Bonsai: Remembrance & 
Resilience on view now 
 

Bonsai as evidence of patriotic loyalty. Bonsai as 
subversive acts of defiance. Bonsai as assertions of 
cultural identity. Bonsai as community. Bonsai as the 
manifestation of adaptability and resilience. Bonsai as 
a bridge to cultural appreciation and reconciliation. 
Bonsai that inspired generations of bonsai artists all 
over the world. 
 

Bonsai are so much more than just beautiful, small 
trees; they are living biographical material telling 
stories of their makers and culture. Pacific Bonsai 
Museum’s special exhibition, World War Bonsai: 
Remembrance & Resilience, presents the powerful 
and inspiring untold history of bonsai artists working 
in the WWII-era and how they changed the course of 
bonsai art history forever. 
 

With 32 bonsai, archival documents, and 
photographs, World War Bonsai shares the little-
known stories of the people who ingeniously and 
courageously cared for bonsai, shared their art, and 
spurred a flourishing global practice despite the 
overwhelming hardships. The exhibition traces the 
cultural practice of bonsai in the United States and in 
Japan immediately before, during, and after World 
War II, amid incarceration, and at peace.  Bonsai 
created by artists from Washington’s South Puget 
Sound region, Seattle, California, Colorado, Hawaii, 
and Japan are featured.  
 

Pacific Bonsai Museum Curator Aarin Packard, who 
has been conducting research on this subject matter 
for more than a decade, explains the artists’ pivotal 
wartime role: 
 

“Bonsai would not have become a global 
practice had it not been for the generosity of 
Japanese and Japanese American people 
who found it in themselves to put the 
resentment of incarceration behind them and 
share their art with the next generation of 
eager bonsai artists in America, many of 
whom were returning GI’s who had become 
fascinated with the art while they were 
stationed in Japan.” 

 

 

A centerpiece of the exhibition is the Japanese Black 
Pine bonsai grown from seed in a tin can by Japanese 
American Juzaburo Furuzawa while he was 
incarcerated in the Topaz barbed-wire detention camp 
during World War II. This bonsai made international 
news in February 2020, when thieves stole it along 
with another bonsai from our public exhibition, and 
then, less than 72 hours later, mysteriously, returned 
it to the Museum, likely due to pressure from the 
community and the media. 
 

Other remarkable stories of bonsai artists told in the 
exhibition include: 
 

• Ben Oki -- Survivor of both the Hiroshima 
bombing and a wartime shipwreck, and 
former Curator of the Bonsai Collection at the 
Huntington Library, Art Museum, and 
Botanical Gardens, San Marino, CA. 

 

• The Domoto Family -- Among the first 
Japanese immigrant families to own land in 
California and owners of a bonsai likely to be 
the oldest imported to the U.S. for the 1915 
Panama Pacific Expo -- the Domoto Maple-
-  now part of the Pacific Bonsai Museum 
collection. 

 

• Kelly Nishitani -- Owner of Oriental Gardens 
formerly at Ravenna Ave and 98th St NE in 
Seattle, incarceree at Minidoka barbed wire 
detention camp, and co-founder of the 
region’s first, interracial bonsai club (now the 
Puget Sound Bonsai Association). 

 

• Kenny Hikogawa and Joe Asahara -- 
Brothers-in-law incarcerated at the Minidoka 
barbed wire detention camp, where Hikogawa 
taught master woodworker George 
Nakashima traditional Japanese carpentry; 
later, proprietors of the Oriental Garden 
Center in Federal Way, WA. 

 

• Ted Tsukiyama -- Hawaiian bonsai master 
and member of the highly-decorated, all- 
Japanese American U.S. 442nd Regimental 
Combat Unit, and co-founder of the World 
Bonsai Friendship Federation. 
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• Mas Imazumi -- Conscientious objector, 
bonsai master. 

• Kyuzo Murata -- Japanese bonsai master 
who saved the Imperial bonsai Collection 
during the firebombing of Tokyo. 

• Yuji Yoshimura -- The first person to teach 
bonsai classes to westerners in Japan. 

Combined, these stories and more tell a compelling 
and inspiring history marked by extreme 
perseverance focusing on our shared humanity and 
the profound power of bonsai to ground and uplift. 
 

“Bonsai is a peacetime activity. It requires a 
sense of mental peace, as well as time, space, 
and resources. In short, everything a bonsai 
artist needs becomes less predictable or 
impossible to procure in wartime. Yet, that 
bonsai has been practiced during wartime --
sometimes even secretly -- is a testament to 
the art and its artists.” 
--Curator Aarin Packard 
 
"Pacific Bonsai Museum’s pathbreaking 
exhibition explores the rich cultural meanings 
of bonsai and introduces, among many 
wondrous stories, little-known personal 
vignettes of Japanese American practitioners 
with their trees. It is a stunning and moving 
homage to the art of bonsai that heals, and is 
especially necessary at this moment."  --
Nancy Ukai, Writer/Researcher and Project 
Director of 50Objects.org. 

 

The exhibition includes a site-specific artwork by 
Seattle artist Erin Shigaki. Shigaki was inspired by 
the Museum’s lush, forest setting representing an 
environment similar to what Pacific 
Northwest Nikkei lost when they were imprisoned in 
inhospitable desert camps. Her placement of wheat-
pasted images of individuals who played a role in the 
incarceration of more than 120,000 Japanese 
Americans. Her work is a call to all of us to never let 
what happened during WWII happen to anyone else. 
Moving through the exhibit, after reading the stories of 
incarcerated Japanese American bonsai artists and 
encountering the beautiful bonsai that became their 
living biographies, she asks visitors, “What kind of 
ancestors do we want to be?”  
 

 

 

 
               
                        
              
 
 
 
 


