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THE JAPANESE AND THE MARKETING OF FRUITS AND VEGETABLES
IN LOS ANGELES BEFORE WORLD WAR II

Noritaka YAGASAKI

The Japanese immigrants and their descendants played a major role in the pro-
duction and marketing of fresh fruits and vegetables in and around Los Angeles prior
to World War II. Arriving in the area after the turn of the century, they became
successful farm producers, wholesalers at Los Angeles’s wholesale terminal markets, and
retailers operating grocery stores and fruit-vegetable stands. Thus formed was an ethnic
system of vertical dominance from the field to the retail end.

Four decades of Japanese engagement in the industry prior to the wartime
evacuation may be divided into three periods. Before 1909 when Los Angeles had only a
small public market and the Chinese played a dominant role in production and peddling,
there were a small number of the Japanese in the trade. From 1909 through the mid
1920’s, the opening of two large wholesale terminal markets, the rapid urbanization proc-
ess, and the increasing Japanese farmers in Los Angeles and its vicinity all combined to
bring prosperity to the produce business. As the Chinese influence declined, the Japanese
farmers and produce dealers, organizing ethnic cooperatives, became to play major roles
at the markets. In addition, the Japanese became increasingly engaged in the retail trade
operating grocery stores and fruit-vegetable stands. In the third period from the mid
1920’s to the early 1940’s, the marketing system based on the terminal markets was
further strengthened. As farming regions developed in various parts of southern
California, the role of produce dealers became important rather than wholesale-produc-
ers, and agricultural cooperatives formed in various farming areas undertook cooperative
marketing. On the other hand, the retail trade of produce became the most important
occupation in the Japanese community of Los Angeles. It was because the second
generation of Japanese immigrants, who reached the working age but had difficulty in
finding jobs, were easily accessible to the employment at fruit-vegetable stands. With
the evacuation of Japanese, however, their control over production, wholesale and retail

came to an end and was never restored after the war.





