HISTORY OF MISS OLIVER AND THE OLIVER CLUBS

  [image: image1.jpg]





[image: image2.jpg]







Miss Nellie Grace Oliver was born on February 22, 1861 in Goshen Township, Ohio, about fifty miles northeast of Cincinnati. At the age of nine, she moved with her family to Ventura, California, where her father, Joseph Campbell Oliver, had been offered a teaching position. In 1884, the family headed south to Los Angeles, where Mr. Oliver became principal of the Eighth Street School. He was apparently a powerful role model for his children, as both Nellie Oliver and her sister Myrtle also became teachers. 

Miss Oliver began her teaching career in 1885 in the Public Kindergarten at 212 West Fifth Street, one of the first schools of its kind in Los Angeles. In 1891, she became the kindergarten teacher at Amelia Street School, located at 407 Vignes Street. At this time, the surrounding neighborhood housed only a few Japanese immigrants and was not yet known as “Little Tokyo.” By late 1906, when Miss Oliver transferred a few blocks away to the Hewitt Street School at the corner of Hewitt and Second, the Japanese population in the area had begun to grow rapidly. Many Japanese arriving at that time were fleeing the post-earthquake ruins of San Francisco and the anti-Japanese agitation that accompanied the turmoil. The children in Miss Oliver’s kindergarten classes at Hewitt, where she taught until the school’s closure in 1926, were the sons and daughters of mostly Mexican and Japanese immigrants. It was here that she first met many of the children who would later join the Oliver Clubs. 


The early Japanese immigrants in California were generally single men, who worked for the railroads or engaged in tenant farming of fruits, vegetables, and flowers. As the population increased, nihonmachi, or Japantowns, were established in many cities and towns to serve the needs of these immigrants, offering traditional bathhouses; churches and temples; stores specializing in Japanese goods like rice, sake, and kimono silk; theaters showing Japanese films; Japanese-language newspapers; and business and professional services, like produce wholesalers, doctors, and photographers. These areas provided a haven from the intense discrimination the Japanese endured in California at this time. Japanese immigrants were not allowed to own land or to become American citizens, and immigration began to be curtailed as early as the 1907 “Gentlemen’s Agreement” between Japan and the United States. Still, before immigration was almost entirely cut off in 1924, many Japanese were able to return to Japan to wed or else to bring over “picture brides,” so that by the 1910s and 1920s a new generation of American-born Japanese were growing up on the farms and in the Japantowns of California. The “Little Tokyo” area of Los Angeles served as the central Japantown for the scattered farming and fishing settlements of these Japanese American families, a community that numbered 35,000 by 1930. 


Miss Oliver was one of many well-meaning educators, ministers, and social workers concerned about the best way to incorporate such immigrants and their citizen children into the social and civic institutions of the nation.  An entire “Americanization” movement evolved in cities with significant immigrant populations, offering classes in English, American-style cooking, housekeeping, sewing, and civics. In Little Tokyo, these programs were provided at the charity-operated Stimson Lafayette Industrial Institute on Hewitt Street, where Miss Oliver became the superintendent in 1904. Americanization classes in cooking and sewing were offered upstairs, while the local Japanese language school, which sought to help the American-born generation (or Nisei) communicate with their parents and retain their Japanese heritage, met on the first floor. In many cases, Americanization programs were marked by an attitude of condescension towards immigrants and an insistence on the complete rejection of their cultural traditions, which alienated those the programs were intended to aid and hobbled their effectiveness. Miss Oliver, however, seemed to genuinely appreciate Japanese history and culture. In addition to supporting the Japanese language school, she took the most unusual step of traveling to Japan in 1925, at the age of sixty-four. Miss Oliver accompanied Kohei Shimano, the principal of the Little Tokyo Japanese school, and at least fifteen of his students, on a two-month tour of Japan, visiting Tokyo, Nikko, Sendai, Matsushima, and Mito.


By 1917, several young Nisei in the Little Tokyo area, including John Ando, Charles and Jiro Kamayatsu, and Leo Toyama, had banded together as the Japanese Boys Club of Los Angeles and begun participating in athletic competition with some of the club and church teams from other Japanese communities in Southern California. Miss Oliver took an interest in the club and brought the young men under her wing, instituting Friday night meetings where she would teach them American civic and cultural practices. Miss Oliver had her charges conduct the meetings according to Robert’s Rules of Order, brought in a singing teacher, and initiated quizzes and activities such as round-robin storytelling. Although she was not involved in their athletic matches, Miss Oliver believed in the importance of physical fitness and led them in deep breathing exercises as well as providing them with dumbbells for strength training. After the meetings, the young people enjoyed cookies and either hot chocolate or punch, depending on the season, that Miss Oliver provided for them. Then a few of the young men would be chosen for the honor of escorting Miss Oliver to the “P” car at the corner of First and Alameda, where she boarded the street car home. If a member missed one of the meetings, she was known to send a note expressing gentle concern. Joe Suski, who went on to play baseball at UCLA, recalled that “Miss Oliver was a wonderful person. To some she may have been too strict, and you know she didn’t hesitate to tell anyone to correct their language or their posture. She continually did that, but she was good for us. She was always looking after our welfare.”

In honor of Miss Oliver’s efforts on their behalf, the young men changed the name of their club to the Olivers Club. As they grew older, their younger brothers and sisters joined the Olivers and created teams and social clubs of their own. The original members became known as the Oliver Seniors, who were then followed by the first Girls Club (1919); the Juniors (1923); the second Girls Club (1925); the Midgets (1928); the Tigers (1934), named after their Lincoln High School mascot; the Cubs (1935); the Mustangs (1936), after the Southern Methodist University national football champions; and the Broncos (1939). Another club, the Beavers, was in the process of forming when World War II broke out. All told, at least 250 Nisei took part in the Olivers. To raise funds for their uniforms and equipment, they held carnivals and sold tickets to the Shrine skating rink and the Venice Pier Funhouse on a percentage deal.  

The Oliver teams often excelled at their chosen sports of baseball and basketball (and sometimes football and track and field), producing many standout athletes. The Seniors first made a name for themselves on the basketball court in 1922, playing teams fielded by the University of California Japanese Club and the Oakland Japanese Methodist Church, and beating the feared “Blazing Arrows” team in San Francisco. Other opponents included the Los Angeles Japanese Club, the Tomio Department Store team, the Diamonds from Uptown, Long Beach, and the Asahi team of Hawaiians. The Seniors also excelled in baseball, with many of the players going on to the Los Angeles Nippons semi-pro team. 

The Oliver Juniors had a truly exceptional year in 1932, when they won the Japanese Athletic Union (JAU) championship in both baseball and football. Football practices, held in the gravel yard behind the Stimson Institute, produced serious bruises and scrapes with regularity. The Midgets baseball team traveled far and wide, playing teams in San Francisco, Riverside, Pasadena, San Pedro, Long Beach, and West Los Angeles. The Cubs were JAU champions at various times in Class “B” swimming, baseball, and track, and Class “B” and “A” basketball and softball. The Mustangs were famous for repeatedly beating Mickey Rooney’s All-Stars football team. Many members of the Broncos excelled in sports at Lincoln High School, as well as producing Hall of Fame bowler Fuzzy Shimada. Jim Yamaguchi played baseball and Northwestern, and Fred Funakoshi went on to run track with Jackie Robinson at Pasadena City College. 


After Pearl Harbor was bombed on December 7, 1941, the lives of Japanese immigrants and their families in America were turned upside down. President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, authorizing the removal of people of Japanese descent from the West Coast, in February 1942, and within a few months all Japanese Americans had been forcibly removed from Los Angeles to internment camps in the interior. Many of the Olivers were sent to either Manzanar in California or Heart Mountain in Wyoming. Some of the younger Olivers, particularly the Broncos, were able to continue playing sports in camp under the Oliver name; others went into the military. Paranoia and anti-Japanese racism were common in California during the war but, unlike many others, Miss Oliver did not renounce her old friends to avoid being labeled a “Jap-lover.” She sent testimonials on behalf of the interned to authorities such as the Department of Justice, and even made the long journey to Manzanar although she was over eighty years old. As Midget Jack Kunitomi said, “She taught us more about democracy than our textbooks.”

Miss Oliver passed away on December 1, 1947, before many of her former charges were reestablished in Los Angeles. Although some of the Olivers were able to attend her funeral, she largely faded from the memory of Little Tokyo and its residents over the ensuing years. Then an editorial in the Kashu Mainichi newspaper in December 1960, written by George “Horse” Yoshinaga after speaking with some former Olivers, called on the members to carry on her name. A group of former Olivers responded to the article by deciding to re-form the Olivers Club. Beginning in 1961, the Olivers began awarding an annual trophy, and later a college scholarship as well, to the best Japanese American high school athlete in the greater Los Angeles area. The athlete was chosen with help from the sportswriters at the local Japanese American newspapers, and then the trophy was awarded at a banquet that also served as a reunion gathering for the Olivers. This tradition continued for an astounding forty years, with the last Oliver Award being granted in 2001. 
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David K. Yoo, Growing Up Nisei: Race, Generation, and Culture among Japanese Americans of California, 1924-49 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2000)

For further information on the Olivers, including team rosters and videotaped interviews, visit the Nikkei Album at Discover Nikkei: www.discovernikkei.org/nikkeialbum. Little Tokyo Service Center is grateful for the Olivers' support for, and participation in, this project, and particularly owes a debt to honorary Oliver and group historian Frank Fukuzawa. This project is made possible, in part, by a grant from the California Council for the Humanities as part of the Council's statewide California Stories Initiative. The Council is an independent non-profit organization and a state affiliate of the National Endowment for the Humanities. For more information on the Council and the California Stories Initiative, visit www.californiastories.org. 

Any views, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this exhibition do not necessarily represent those of the California Council for the Humanities or the National Endowment for the Humanities.
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