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THE NISHITANI FAMILY  
and Pacific Northwest Horticulture

B y  W a l t  B u b e l i s

Jim Nishitani was first my employer and 
then a friend. I worked under him in the 
late 1960s at the University of Washington’s 

then-new Botany Greenhouse, while getting my 
M.S. in the botany department. It wasn’t glam-
orous work—scrubbing clay pots clean, steaming 
soil to kill off pathogens, labelling plants, and 
performing other menial tasks. During breaks, 
though, I saw a person who led by instruction 
and wouldn’t have you do anything he didn’t 
do himself at one time or the other. In addition 
to managing the greenhouse, Jim had recently 

TOP: A mural in the Lake City neighborhood of 
Seattle, with a section dedicated to the Nishitani 
family. (Photo by Walt Bubelis)

BOTTOM: The nursery, pictured in 1916.  
(Photo courtesy the Nishitani family) 
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assumed responsibility for the nearby UW 
Medicinal Plant Garden, which had been under 
the care of the School of Pharmacy. 

Jim was always ultra-busy helping set 
up experiments for various faculty, including 
Dr. Bastiaan J.D. Meeuse, who worked on the 
odious-smelling Strapelia genus (with flowers  
strongly scented of carrion); Dr. Walker, who 
used growth chambers to study Douglas fir; 
and my mentor, Dr. Arthur Kruckeberg, who 
had a room devoted to Streptanthus (a genus of  
beautiful wildflowers mostly endemic to 
California).Busy though he was, Jim still enjoyed 
his work and always had time to talk to the 
students who came to investigate the projects. 

It was several years later, after becoming the 
first full-time horticulture instructor at Edmonds 
College, that I thought to contact Jim about him 
sitting on our Horticulture Advisory Committee. 
He gladly did so and brought a wealth of ideas to 
the group. He also invited me to come tour the 
greenhouse complex that had been in his family 
for some time. 

The Family Nursery
This was the Oriental Gardens in the Lake City/
Meadowbrook area of Seattle. Its boundaries 
were Lake City Way (earlier called Victory Way) 
and Ravenna Boulevard, between 98th Avenue 
N.E. and 96th Avenue N.E. Besides a retail 
nursery, there were greenhouses with bedding 
and tropical plants and a florist shop. I was 
enchanted. The trees and paths were more like a 
garden setting rather than a commercial enter-
prise. A small stream, Willow Creek, ran through 
the site, joining Thornton Creek downstream. 
Jim recalled seeing salmon spawn in it, which 
may have prompted a visit by a bear early on. I 
immediately saw how well grounded in the green 
world Jim was for the position he had at the 
university. 

When Jim was getting close to retirement, 
he let me know and asked me to put the word 
out. I thought an ideal successor at the Botany 
Greenhouse would be my colleague Doug Ewing, 
who was working as a part-time instructor at 
Edmonds College. He did get the job in the 

spring of 1984 and held it until his retirement. 
Recently, I contacted Doug, who recounted how 
Jim showed him all the operations and foibles of 
the greenhouse that spring, even though he was 
very busy substitute teaching the propagation 
classes normally taught by Clarence Muhlick. 

Jim was proud to point out that there was a 
Washington Elm planted at Oriental Gardens, an 
offspring of the American elm (Ulmus americana) 
on Cambridge Common under which George 
Washington was said to have taken command 
of the Continental Army in 1775. It is still there 
on Ravenna Avenue N.E. and N.E. 98th Street 
and— according to Arthur Lee Jacobson—it is 
the largest of the set of Washington Elms still 
growing in the Puget Sound area. (See the Winter 
2019 issue of the “Arboretum Bulletin” for more 
on this story.) I had known of this magnifi-
cent specimen for some time but was pleasantly 
surprised to learn that it was a gift from the 
University of Washington to Jim’s father, Hiromu 
Nishitani, in either 1933 or 1934.

Immigration Experience 
Hiromu Nishitani (1899–1969)—legally known 
as Kelly—ran the nursery after his father’s death 
in 1926, until he also passed away. During World 
War II, he was incarcerated at the Minidoka 
Relocation Center, Idaho, along with his mother 

Kelly Nishitani working on bonsai in 1964.  
(Photo by Mary Randlett/UW Special Collections)
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and siblings. In this instance, it was fortunate for 
Kelly that he had married a white woman, Pearl 
Dubry, who was able to manage the gardens—
along with their sons, Jim and Sam—during her 
husband’s imprisonment. When Kelly and the 
rest of the family were released, they were able 
come home to an existing business. Sam was the 
third generation of Nishitani to manage the 
family business, until it closed in 1973. The 
land was sold and became the site of an office 
development.

Oriental Gardens existed and had an impact 
on local horticulture for more than 60 years. It 
began with Kelly’s father, Denjiro (1877–1926), 
who emigrated from Japan to the Seattle area in 
1906. Denjiro had a background in farming and 
a knack for growing plants. After working first 
as a farm laborer—and then as a groundskee-
per—he leased five acres of stump land in 1912, 
cleared it, and opened the nursery. He then sent 
for his eldest son, Hiromu (Kelly), who was still 
living in Japan with relatives, to help him develop 
the business, which also included landscaping 
services and a cut-flower farm.

Not long after, in 1920, Denjiro bought the 
land that his gardens sat upon. The property 
was purchased in the name of George Nishitani, 
Denjiro’s first American-born child. This is 
because the local Alien Land Law prohibited 
Japanese and other Asian immigrants from being 
landowners. 

Popularizing Bonsai
Bonsai is now a widely known art form dealing 
with training containerized plants, but it took 

the efforts of Kelly Nishitani and others 
to bring it into the mainstream of horti-
culture here. Kelly learned the skill from 
his father, Denjiro, but it was only after 
the persistence of his sister, Connie, that 
he began coaching others. In 1950, he 
started teaching classes at the Washington 
Park Arboretum, via a volunteer unit 
that eventually was termed “The Kelly 
Nishitani Bonsai Unit No. 7.” By giving 
talks and demonstrations to other groups, 
and leading bonsai tours to Japan, Kelly 

became known as the “Father of Bonsai” in the 
Puget Sound area. He was the Chairman of the 
Bonsai Exhibit at the Seattle Art Museum during 
the 1969 XI International Botanical Congress. 

To see an example of his art, visit the Pacific 
Bonsai Museum adjacent to the Rhododendron 
Species Botanical Garden in Federal Way. One 
of the museum pavilions is dedicated to the 
Nishitani family and features a bristlecone pine 
(Pinus aristata) created in 1965 by Kelly. A mural 
in Lake City, near N.E. 123rd Street and Lake 
City Way, also honors the Nishitani family. 

Many other Japanese emigrants came to the 
Puget Sound area in the last century and used 
horticulture in some facet to build a new life. I 
think the Nishitani family is unique in having had 
three generations—from Denjiro to Kelly to Sam 
and Jim—span the private and public spheres. 
The family also followed other fruitful paths, 
including that of the world-famous dancer and 
instructor Martha Nishitani, Jim’s aunt. Even 
today, there are plants from the Nishitani nursery 
growing in nearby gardens in Lake City, as I 
discovered while doing a neighborhood tree tally 
last year. The family has truly left its mark. m 

Walt Bubelis is a professor emeritus in 
the Horticulture Department at Edmonds 
Community College. He is also a member of 
the “Bulletin” Editorial Board.
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LEFT: Denjiro Nishitani. (Photo courtesy Nishitani family)

RIGHT: Kelly’s bristlecone pine at the Pacific Bonsai Museum.  
(Photo by Walt Bubelis)


