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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
Benkyodo Company (“Benkyodo”) is a Japanese confectionery facility and shop established in 1906, and it is
the oldest Japanese American family-owned business in San Francisco's Japantown. It is also the last
remaining manufacturer of mochi and manju (Japanese desserts) using traditional methods with dedicated
facilities on site. Up until the late 1990s, there were four companies in San Francisco making manju, and only
a few in all of California. Today, Benkyodo is the only one left in San Francisco.
Mochi is a Japanese rice cake made of glutinous rice, which is ground, steamed, pounded and rolled into a
sticky ball, or molded into different shapes. It is sometimes filled with beans or used in various dishes, such
as ozoni (Japanese New Year’s soup), or toasted and eaten mixed with some sweets. Manju is a traditional
Japanese confection or pastry, made of rice flour and filled with sweet beans (red adzuki or white lima) or
other ingredients like chestnuts, strawberry, blueberry or mango.
Benkyodo has been operated by three generations of the Okamura family. Suyechi Okamura first opened the
shop in 1906. Then in 1951, Suyeichi's son Hirofumi ("Hippo") Okamura and his wife (Sue) took over. In
1990, Hirofumi passed the shop to his sons, Ricky and Bobby Okamura. The business was founded at its
original location at 1533B Geary Boulevard in 1906 and operated its business there until it moved down the
block to 1638 Geary from 1939-1959. The store was temporarily forced to fold when the family was interned
during World War II, part of the evacuation of more than 110,000 Japanese Americans on the West Coast.
When the Okamura's returned after the war in 1946, they were fortunate that they had neighbors that
watched over their space and were able to return and re-open their shop. In 1959, the business then
relocated to its current location at 1747 Buchanan Street, where it currently operates as a
manju/mochimaking facility, manju confectionery shop and lunch counter serving the local Japantown
community. The manju shop and lunch counter have been the "go-to" place for locals, and persons of all
generations and tourists visiting Japantown seeking an affordable bite to eat and for an authentic Japanese
American experience with local information on the goings-on in the community.
The property is located at the southwest corner of Sutter and Buchanan streets in the Japantown
neighborhood.
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CRITERION 1: Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years?
Yes, the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San Francisco
operations exceeding two years:
1533B Geary Blvd. from 1906 to 1939 (33 years)
1638 Geary Blvd. from 1939 to 1959 (20 years)
1747 Buchanan Street from 1959 to Present (60 years)
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
Yes, the applicant has contributed to the Japantown neighborhood’s history and identity.
The Historic Preservation Commission recommended the applicant as qualifying, noting the following ways
the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a particular neighborhood or
community:
•

Benkyodo Company has contributed to the history and identity of the Japantown neighborhood and San
Francisco.

•

Benkyodo Company is associated with the craft of making mochi and manju, traditional Japanese
confections. In Japanese tradition, mochi and manju are a part of traditional and contemporary
celebrations for the Bay Area's Japanese American community, where the desserts are an essential part
of the celebration.

•

The business is associated with three periods of significance as identified in the Japantown Historic
Context Statement, prepared May 2011. They are: Early Japantown History, particularly Japanese
Settlement in the Western Addition (1906-1920); Japanese Resettlement and Renewal, Nikkei Return to
Japantown (1945-1954); and, Redevelopment in the Western Addition (1955-1990).

•

The current owners’ (Ricky and Bobby Okamura's) grandfather, Suyechi Okamura, an immigrant from
Japan, started Benkyodo in 1906, which was one of the first businesses in San Francisco's Japantown.
He was an entrepreneur in the community and was also very innovative. Not only did he make his mochi
and manju, he is one of the claimants to making the first fortune cookies.

•

The property is listed in the community-prepared inventory of cultural assets published in the Japantown
Cultural Heritage and Economic Sustainability Strategy and it is located within the Japantown Cultural
District. The property has a Planning Department Historic Resource status of “B” (Properties Requiring
Further Consultation and Review) due to the age of the building, which was constructed in 1956, for the
purposes of California Environmental Quality Act review.

•

Benkyodo and its historical association with Japantown is referred to in the Japantown Historic Context
Statement prepared by Donna Graves and Page & Turnbull, May 2011.

•

Benkyodo Company has been featured in many newspapers, magazines and local TV stations (KPIX-5,
FOX-2). Some of the examples in which Benkyodo has been featured:
 San Francisco tourism walking tours, such as Voicemaps Audio Tours and Edible Excursions (2019).
 San Francisco Bay Guardian 2007 – Best of the Bay, Best Japanese Treats.
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•

San Francisco Chronicle (4/2/2006) – Businesses That Weathered the 1906 Earthquake.
San Francisco Magazine (4/2006) – 125 Best Things to Eat.
Sunset Magazine (12/2003 – Mad about mochi: celebrate the Japanese New Year with a traditional
treat.
San Francisco Chronicle (2/8/001) – Manju Handmade Perfection.

On May 28, 2008, Benkyodo was chosen by Assemblyman Mark Leno of the 13th Assembly District as
the recipient of the California Small Business of the Year award. Benkyodo was one of 80 recipients to
get the statewide recognition of the California Small Business of the Year award.

CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?
Yes, Benkyodo Company is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define the
organization.
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Benkyodo Company qualifies for the Legacy
Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) and recommends safeguarding of the
below listed physical features and traditions.
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Freshly made manju and mochi from traditional recipes and methods.
• Original 1959 sign.
• Original lunch counter and pastry display showcase.
CORE PHYSICAL FEATURE OR TRADITION THAT DEFINES THE BUSINESS
Following is the core physical feature or tradition that defines the business that would be required for
maintenance of the business on the Legacy Business Registry.
• Manufacturing of Japanese confections.
STAFF RECOMMENDATION
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Benkyodo Company currently
located at 1747 Buchanan Street in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under
Administrative Code Section 2A.242.

Richard Kurylo, Program Manager
Legacy Business Program
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LBR-2018-19-028
Benkyodo Company
1747 Buchanan St.
District 5
Ricky Okamura, Co-Owner
February 8, 2019
Supervisor Vallie Brown
Richard Kurylo
legacybusiness@sfgov.org

ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR
BENKYODO COMPANY, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 1747 BUCHANAN STREET.
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business maintains
a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, communityserving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing educational and
promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years; or
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30
years, has had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has significantly contributed to
the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, faces a
significant risk of displacement; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the neighborhood's history and identity; and
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define
the business; and
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on April 8, 2019, the San Francisco Small Business
Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business
Registry application; therefore
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BE IT RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission hereby includes Benkyodo Company in the Legacy
Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code Section 2A.242.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission recommends safeguarding the below
listed physical features and traditions at Benkyodo Company:
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Freshly made manju and mochi from traditional recipes and methods.
• Original 1959 sign.
• Original lunch counter and pastry display showcase.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the below listed
core physical feature or tradition to maintain Benkyodo Company on the Legacy Business Registry:
• Manufacturing of Japanese confections.
______________________________________________________________________________________

I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on
April 8, 2019.

_________________________
Regina Dick-Endrizzi
Director

RESOLUTION NO. _________________________
Ayes –
Nays –
Abstained –
Absent –
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Application Review
Sheet
LBR-2018-19-028
Benkyodo Company
1747 Buchanan St.
District 5
Ricky Okamura, Co-Owner
February 8, 2019
Supervisor Vallie Brown

CRITERION 1: Has the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years?
X
Yes

No

1533B Geary Blvd. from 1906 to 1939 (33 years)
1638 Geary Blvd. from 1939 to 1959 (20 years)
1747 Buchanan Street from 1959 to Present (60 years)
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
X
Yes
No
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that
define the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?
X
Yes
No
NOTES: N/A
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: February 20, 2019

Richard Kurylo
Program Manager, Legacy Business Program
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Member, Board of Supervisor
District 5

City and County of San Francisco

Vallie Brown
Friday, February 8. 2019
Office of Small Business
Small Business Commission
City Hall, Suite 110
San Francisco, CA 94102
To whom it may concern:
I am writing to nominate Benkyodo Company, located at 1747 Buchanan Street, for the Legacy
Business Registry Program.
Established by Suyechi Okamura in 1906, Benkyodo Company has offered San Franciscans a
selection of authentic manju and mochi confections for over 113 years. As the last standing
manufacturer of the Japanese desserts in San Francisco, Benkyodo Company continues to be a
symbol of cultural pride and artisan Japanese dessert making serving neighbors and visitors of
Japantown.
During the Japanese internment of World War II, the Okamura family was forced to close
Benkyodo Company. In 1948, after the war ended, Benkyodo reopened, demonstrating their
resilience and commitment to doing business in San Francisco. Eventually relocating to
Japantown in 1959, the shop has remained a family owned business for over three generations.
Spanning several periods of significance in the Japantown neighborhood’s history, Benkyodo
remains an active and engaged member of the community, with their desserts being the
celebratory treat at countless birthdays, holidays and other milestones within the Bay Area’s
Japanese American community. In addition to manufacturing and selling manju and mochi,
Benkyodo Company offers a dining counter offering an affordable bite to eat. Benkyodo
Company is a business that gives Japantown its characters and makes the neighborhood what it
is today.
It is for these reasons that I elect to nominate Benkyodo Company for the Legacy Business
Registry Program. For any additional questions about Benkyodo Company, Nikki Yoshikawa of
the Japantown Task Force can be contacted at: (415) 269-4765.
Should you have any further questions related to this letter, please do not hesitate to reach out
to my office at (415) 554-7630 or BrownStaff@sfgov.org. Thank you for your consideration.
Sincerely,
Vallie Brown
Supervisor, District 5
City and County of San Francisco
City Hall  1 Dr. Carlton B. Goodlett Place  San Francisco, California 94102-4689  (415) 554-7630
Fax (415) 554 - 7634  TDD/TTY (415) 554-5227  E-mail: Vallie.Brown@sfgov.org

BENKYODO COMPANY
Section 4: Written Historical Narrative
CRITERION 1
a. Provide a short history of the business from the date the business opened in San Francisco
to the present day, including the ownership history. For businesses with multiple locations,
include the history of the original location in San Francisco (including whether it was the
business's founding and or headquartered location) and the opening dates and locations of all
other locations.
Benkyodo Company (“Benkyodo”) is a Japanese confectionery facility and shop located at 1747
Buchanan Street. It was established in 1906, and is the oldest Japanese American family-owned
business in San Francisco's Japantown. It is also the last remaining manufacturer of mochi and
manju (Japanese desserts) using traditional methods with dedicated facilities on site. Up until
the late 1990s, there were four companies in San Francisco making manju, and only a few in all
of California. Today, Benkyodo is the only one left in San Francisco.
Mochi is a Japanese rice cake made of glutinous rice, which is ground, steamed, pounded and
rolled into a sticky ball, or molded into different shapes. It is sometimes filled with beans or
used in various dishes, such as ozoni (Japanese New Year’s soup), or toasted and eaten mixed
with some sweets. Manju is a traditional Japanese confection or pastry, made of rice flour and
filled with sweet beans (red adzuki or white lima) or other ingredients like chestnuts,
strawberry, blueberry or mango.
Benkyodo has been operated by three generations of the Okamura family. Suyechi Okamura
first opened up the shop in 1906. Then in 1951, Suyeichi's son Hirofumi ("Hippo") Okamura and
his wife (Sue) took over. In 1990, Hirofumi passed the shop to his sons, Ricky and Bobby
Okamura.
The business was founded at its original location at 1533B Geary Boulevard in 1906 and
operated its business there until it moved down the block to 1638 Geary from 1939-1959. The
store was temporarily forced to fold when the family was interned during World War II, part of
the evacuation of more than 110,000 Japanese Americans on the West Coast. When the
Okamura's returned after the war in 1946, they were fortunate enough that they had kind
neighbors that watched over their space and were able to return to opening up their shop. In
1959, the business then relocated to its current location at 1747 Buchanan Street, where it
currently operates as a manju/mochi-making facility, manju confectionery shop and lunch
counter serving the local Japantown community.
b. Describe any circumstances that required the business to cease operations in San Francisco
for more than six months?

Benkyodo Company's operations were interrupted by the events of World War II, pursuant to
the Executive Order 9066. President Roosevelt's Executive Order 9066 and subsequent
proclamations issued by General John L. DeWitt led to the closure of operations and the
eventual forced eviction of the Okamura family from March 1942 to 1946. The family reopened
Benkyodo in 1948 and resumed operations after the war when Japanese Americans were
released from the internment camps, and were permitted to return to their cities. However
everyone had to start all over again. The Okamura's were one of the few fortunate ones to have
good, kind neighbors that watched over their space while they were interned, and after some
time, they were able to eventually open up their shop again. Other than the closure during the
WWII internment years, Benkyodo has remained open for business to the present day.
c. Is the business a family-owned business? If so, give the generational history of the
business.
Yes, Benkyodo Company is a family owned business. The business was first established by
Suyechi Okamura in 1906 – one of the original businesses in Japantown – on San Francisco's
Geary Street (now Geary Boulevard). When the family was interned during World War II,
Benkyodo Company was forced to close temporarily. After the war ended, the shop reopened
in 1948, and in 1951 Suyeichi's son, Hirofumi ("Hippo") and his wife (Sue) took over. In 1959,
the shop moved to its present-day location at Sutter and Buchanan Street. In 1990, Hirofumi
passed the shop to his sons, Ricky and Bobby Okamura. Continuing a family legacy, the two
brothers still own and operate the business, bringing the sweet confections to customers daily.
Ricky has 3 children (Erica, Jenna and RJ) who they hope will continue with the business
someday.
d. Describe the ownership history when the business ownership is not the original owner or a
family-owned business.
The original family of Benkyodo remain as the current owners, and has operated as the same
family business for three generations of Okamura's. The ownership history of Benkyodo
Company is as follows:
1906 to 1951:
1951 to 1990:
1990 to Present:

Suyechi Okamura
Hirofumi Okamura and Sue Okamura
Ricky Okamura and Bobby Okamura

e. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less
than 30 years, the applicant will need to provide documentation of the existence of the
business prior to current ownership to verify it has been in operation for 30+ years. Please
use the list of supplemental documents and/or materials as a guide to help demonstrate the
existence of the business prior to current ownership.
Documentation of the existence of the business verifying it has been in operation for 30+ years
is provided in this Legacy Business Registry application.

f. Note any other special features of the business location, such as, if the property associated
with the business is listed on a local, state, or federal historic resources registry.
The historic resource status of the building at 1745-1747 Buchanan Street is classified by the
Planning Department as Category B, Unknown / Age Eligible, with regard to the California
Environmental Quality Act.
In 2007-08, San Francisco Planning Department commissioned Page & Turnbull to conduct a
historic resource survey (a Social Heritage Inventory Record filed in November 5, 2012) for
existing businesses and establishments in San Francisco's Japantown. This was proceeded by
the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency's issuance of the Japan Town Community Plan in
2002. The Page & Turnbull survey suggested that Benkyodo Co. at 1745-1747 Buchanan Street
appears eligible for listing in the National Register and therefore for listing in the California
Register (Japantown Cultural Preservation Strategy Report, pp. 4,17). As of this application,
Benkyodo has not applied for listing in the National or California Registers just yet.
Benkyodo's existence has also spanned several periods of significance. They are: Early
Japantown History, particularly Japanese Settlement in the Western Addition (1906-1920);
Japanese Resettlement and Renewal, Nikkei Return to Japantown (1945-1954); and
Redevelopment in the Western Addition (1955-1990).

CRITERION 2
a. Describe the business's contribution to the history and/or identity of the neighborhood,
community or San Francisco.
Benkyodo is the last major manufacturer of mochi and manju in San Francisco and one of only
two in the Bay Area that create the traditional desserts. The other, in San Jose, is only half as
old as Benkyodo. Authentic manju making is an extremely exhausting and tedious process, but
it's also an art. Although you can find boxed mochi in stores from Japantown to Trader Joe's,
Benkyodo doesn't use preservatives, so their products stay fresh for only a few days. The
homemade freshness and taste of their manju/mochi is a huge, distinguishing part of what sets
Benkyodo aside from any others.
In Japanese tradition, manju and mochi are a part of traditional and contemporary celebrations
for the Bay Area's Japanese American community, where the desserts are an essential part of
the celebration. Benkyodo has helped mark countless birthdays, weddings, funerals, sports
tournaments, tea ceremonies, business openings, popular Japanese holidays such as New Year's
Day and Girls Day and Boy's Day, and religious institutions in Japantown and the surrounding
Bay Area. Benkyodo Company is identified as part of a list of institutions and organizations,
businesses and places that begins to identify those elements that give Japantown its character
and make the neighborhood what it is today.

The manju shop and lunch counter have been the "go-to" place for locals, and persons of all
generations and tourists visiting Japantown seeking an affordable bite to eat and for an
authentic Japanese American experience with local information on the goings-on in the
community.
The manju is also distributed to a half-dozen Japanese grocery stores in the East Bay, San
Francisco and Peninsula. While manju is a traditional Japanese dessert, it has been embraced
not only by many Bay Area residents of every ethnicity, but by tourists from all over the world.
b. Is the business (or has been) associated with significant events in the neighborhood, the
city, or the business industry?
Benkyodo Company is an active participant in the local community and provides the
manju/mochi for many of the traditional and contemporary Japanese celebrations in which
these desserts are typically an essential part of the celebration. Without their manju/mochi,
many of these traditional celebrations would be like birthdays without cake, Thanksgiving
without turkey, etc.
Benkyodo Company has also provided its specialty mochi-gashi (traditional Japanese
confectionery in various forms) for significant events such as in 2010 for the welcoming of the
150th Anniversary of the "Kanrin Maru" (first Japanese ship to cross the Pacific), the Emperor
and Empress of Japan's San Francisco visit in 1994, the 100th anniversary celebration dinner of
Japantown (2006), the traditional "okasane" Mikoshi purification ceremonies at the start of
each Cherry Blossom Festival for over 50 years, for every VIP reception held at San Francisco's
Japan Consulate General residence, to countless memorial services for prominent members of
Japantown, as well as many, many other celebrations and holidays.
c. Has the business ever been referenced in an historical context? Such as in a business trade
publication, media, or historical documents?
Benkyodo Company has been featured in many newspapers, magazines and local TV stations
(KPIX-5, FOX-2). Some of the examples in which Benkyodo has been featured:
•
•
•
•
•
•

San Francisco tourism walking tours, such as Voicemaps Audio Tours and Edible
Excursions (2019).
San Francisco Bay Guardian 2007 – Best of the Bay, Best Japanese Treats.
San Francisco Chronicle (4/2/2006) – Businesses That Weathered the 1906 Earthquake.
San Francisco Magazine (4/2006) – 125 Best Things to Eat.
Sunset Magazine (12/2003 – Mad about mochi: celebrate the Japanese New Year with a
traditional treat.
San Francisco Chronicle (2/8/001) – Manju Handmade Perfection.

On May 28, 2008, Benkyodo was chosen by Assemblyman Mark Leno of the 13th Assembly
District as the recipient of the California Small Business of the Year award. Benkyodo was one of
80 recipients to get the statewide recognition of the California Small Business of the Year
award.
d. Is the business associated with a significant or historical person?
The current owners’ (Ricky and Bobby Okamura's) grandfather, Suyechi Okamura, an immigrant
from Japan, started Benkyodo in 1906, which was one of the first businesses in San Francisco's
Japantown. He was an entrepreneur in the community, and was also very innovative. Not only
did he make his mochi and manju, he is one of the claimants to making the first fortune
cookies. Makoto Hagiwara, concessionaire of the Japanese Tea Garden in Golden Gate Park
served similar type cookies at the Tea Garden in 1914, but it was not received well due to its
taste. Hagiwara then consulted with Suyechi Okamura who advised Hagiwara to sweeten the
cookie, using vanilla and butter, which is typically how fortune cookies are still made today.
Hagiwara arranged to have the fortune cookies and senbei (Japanese rice crackers) made at
Benkyodo from then on, to be served at the Japanese Tea Garden as a regular treat, until the
outbreak of the World War II. Soon after, the Chinese restaurants picked up on these treats,
and started serving the fortune cookies after meals. Who knew that some of the first fortune
cookies were actually produced at Benkyodo in San Francisco's Japantown?
e. How does the business demonstrate its commitment to the community?
"It's a business, but we serve the community," said Bobby Okamura. "Being in Japantown, it's
important and meaningful." The family's manju and mochi, made of pounded rice, have helped
mark countless birthdays, holidays and milestones within the Bay Area's Japanese American
community, where the desserts are an essential part of the celebration. And the Okamuras'
products have helped define and anchor an increasingly diverse community – from recent
immigrants to third, fourth and now fifth generation Japanese Americans.
Throughout its existence, Benkyodo Company has prided itself in serving the community with
their very affordable prices for lunches, coffee service and manju/mochi confectionery. "The
family has always valued affordability and service over profit," according to Bobby Okamura.
"Our dad always believed that we should sell our products at a reasonable and affordable price
to the neighborhood residents, and that we should never gouge." In fact, the word "Benkyodo"
actually translates to the meaning of "bargain" or "reasonably priced."
Often Benkyodo’s owners donate hundreds of mochi-gashi a year to churches and nonprofit
organizations, and for community celebrations. In their busiest season, winter, they make and
donate Japanese New Year’s specialty "okasane" mochi for ceremonial offerings to nonprofit
organizations and groups throughout Japantown. The okasane mochi is used to place at the
Buddhist and Konko altars as offerings. They are often business sponsors for basketball
tournaments, openings and special celebrations. They always welcome drop-in visitors to

Japantown and greet numerous school groups and walking tour groups led by the National
Japanese American Historical Society and others.
f. Provide a description of the community the business serves.
Whenever San Francisco's Japantown is mentioned to anyone unfamiliar to the community,
Benkyodo is always associated with Japantown, and mentioned as the top “place to go.”
San Francisco's Japantown is the oldest and one of three remaining Japantowns in the United
States. Established in the Western Addition from ethnic enclaves from South Park, Chinatown
and the Mission, right after the 1906 San Francisco Earthquake and Fire, Japantown remains at
the same location within the blocks bordering Octavia, Fillmore, Laguna and Geary Boulevard.
What was once about 40 blocks of Japantown is now about about 4 blocks. Benkyodo is located
in the historic center of San Francisco's Japantown within the Buchanan Mall, at a key corner at
Buchanan and Sutter Streets, next to the modern torii gate. San Francisco's Japantown has
undergone several redevelopments over the past decades, and now serves not only the
Japanese community, but also to many of the diverse population of San Francisco.
g. Is the business associated with a culturally significant
building/structure/site/object/interior?
The current Benkyodo Company building was built in 1959.The building is considered midcentury modern, though not a product of redevelopment. (source: Japantown Traditional
Cultural Property Evaluation).
h. How would the community be diminished if the business were to be sold, relocated, shut
down, etc.?
Benkyodo Company remains the oldest family-owned business and only Japanese confectionery
establishment of its kind in San Francisco's Japantown. If the business were to be diminished,
sold, relocated or shut down, there would be no more Japantown pre-redevelopment
traditional Japanese craft businesses as we know it. The ceremonial mochi for Japanese
traditional, locally handcrafted offerings used for New Year’s celebrations, births, memorial
services, Cherry Blossom festivals, VIP receptions and many more would no longer be supplied.
It would be a significant blow as Japantown's local attraction and destination for out-of-town
families, as thousands of sports teams, tourists, etc. journey to Benkyodo for their visits. Many
out-of-town folks actually plan their trips to San Francisco around a visit to Benkyodo to ensure
they are able to come by and get some of their fresh, delicious treats to bring home as gifts to
themselves or others.
Just take a look at Benkyodo's Yelp reviews, and you'll see what kind of love and enthusiasm
that the business draws. Here are just a few of the Yelp comments:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

"Benkyodo makes the best mochi in the Bay Area, maybe even the entire state."
"There's such an amazing feeling when you walk in and see the counter where locals
and regulars go for coffee, breakfast, and great conversations."
"There's a great local neighborhood vibe, you can pick out your favorites and sit by the
really cute diner counter."
"This is a little gem!"
"Benkyodo has some of the best mochi I've ever had!"
"Definitely worthy of a pit stop in J-town!"
"The place is so authentic and cute."

It is literally unthinkable of how and where the community would go if Benkyodo were to close.
It would be a true travesty.

CRITERION 3
a. Describe the business and the essential features that define its character.
Benkyodo has been run by the same family for over 3 generations, and the Okamura's and the
business are very well known in the Japanese community, not only in San Francisco, but in
other areas around the country as well. Benkyodo has been popular for over 113 years because
of their freshly made manju/mochi. Yes, you can buy the prepackaged type manju/mochi at
most Japanese markets, but they lack the softness and true taste of the homemade rice cakes.
Benkyodo still makes the traditional types, but has also added newer flavors over the years like
peanut butter, strawberry and mango, which have become newer favorites.
People in the community have been going to Benkyodo forever, it seems, and know that it's the
place to go whenever you need to pick up manju/mochi for any special occasions and events,
holidays and gifts. Japanese Americans as well as other ethnicities from other cities and states
even make it a point to stop by Benkyodo for their manju fix, or to bring it home as souvenirs.
Benkyodo has become synonymous with Japantown.
b. How does the business demonstrate a commitment to maintaining the historical traditions
that define the business, and which of these traditions should not be changed in order to
retain the businesses historical character? (e.g., business model, goods and services, craft,
culinary, or art forms)
The handmade mochi and manju at Benkyodo is made today with the same recipe and same
method as it first did 113-years ago! While Benkyodo has added new types and flavors of manju
and mochi over the years, their traditional types are still their main staple and best sellers. Yes,
there is some machinery used now that helps "pound" and soften the rice, but it is still hand
formed and made without preservatives. While there are easier methods to make manju, the
Okamura brothers don't want to change their methods and plan on keeping to their traditional
handmade manju as they have always made. These methods used at Benkyodo are as authentic

and "old school" as you can get for a business. These methods are what clearly defines and
makes Benkyodo stand out from the rest.
c. How has the business demonstrated a commitment to maintaining the special physical
features that define the business? Describe any special exterior and interior physical
characteristics of the space occupied by the business (e.g. signage, murals, architectural
details, neon signs, etc.).
Since its move to its current location at 1747 Buchanan in 1959, Benkyodo has kept a lot of the
internal and exterior features of the business. Other than service updates, Benkyodo still has its
original sign from 1959 hanging outside. They still have the original lunch counter and pastry
display showcase, all which add to its comfortable 1950s/60s retro look. It's a very cool, classic
diner look that is harder to come by these days in gentrified San Francisco. The wooden logo of
Benkyodo is decades old and adds to their signature trademark that they are known by.
The community loves the "old school" vibe of Benkyodo, and it is part of what has kept its
charm and authenticity all these years. The "regulars" (customers) are almost as big a part of
their fixtures at the lunch counter, as the physical aspects are!
d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less
than 30years; the applicant will need to provide documentation that demonstrates the
current owner has maintained the physical features or traditions that define the business,
including craft, culinary, or art forms. Please use the list of supplemental documents and/or
materials as a guide to help demonstrate the existence of the business prior to current
ownership.
Not applicable.
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MANJU / HANDMADE PERFECTION / Since 1906,
Benkyodo confections have topped off S.F. celebrations
Ryan Kim, Chronicle Staff Writer
Published 4:00 am PST, Thursday, February 8, 2001

Bobby (left) and Ricky say they are the last in their family to take an interest in the hard work
required of manju-making. Chronicle photo by Frederic Larson

Each day, Ricky Okamura and his brother, Bobby, make 1,500 pieces of manju, a small
Japanese dessert filled with sweet beans. And although he gets to work by 5 every
morning, puts in 10-hour days and creates the treats by hand, Ricky can't quite
articulate the appeal of his wares.
"You know, I don't know why people like them," he said with a laugh.

But people do, and they've been turning to Benkyodo -- the Okamuras' family business
in Japantown -- for their confections since 1906.
The family's manju and mochi, made of pounded rice, have helped mark countless
birthdays, holidays and milestones within the Bay Area's Japanese American
community, where the desserts are an essential part of the celebration.
And the Okamuras' products have helped define and anchor an increasingly diverse
community -- from recent immigrants to third- and fourth-generation Japanese
Americans.
Benkyodo is the last major manufacturer in San Francisco and one of only two in the
Bay Area that create the traditional desserts. The other, Shuei-Do Manju Shop in San
Jose, is 50 years old.
Two Japanese confectionery shops in San Francisco closed within the past five years -Nakata Co. in 1996 and Yamada Seika Confectionery in 1999 -- because of slowing
sales and retirement.
The loss of competing manufacturers made the recent New Year's holiday especially
busy for Benkyodo.
"This last year was a killer, the biggest I could remember," said Ricky, who made about
5,300 pounds of New Year's mochi. "When two people close, the demand goes up a
lot."
Steve Nakajo, executive director of Kimochi Inc., a senior service program based in
Japantown, said: "If there's no Benkyodo, there's no mochi, and then it wouldn't be New
Year's. I'm gratified that these guys are still committed to this thing."
When the Okamuras' grandfather, Suyeichi Okamura, opened the shop on Geary
Boulevard, near Buchanan Street, almost a century ago, it was one of the original
businesses in Japantown. The store was temporarily forced to fold when the family was
interned during World War II, part of the evacuation of more than 110,000 Japanese
Americans on the West Coast.
After the war, the shop reopened and then moved to its current location at Post Street
and Buchanan in 1959 during redevelopment in Japantown. Ownership passed to Ricky
and Bobby's father, Hirofumi Okamura, before the brothers took over in 1990.
The Okamura brothers, while not shy, are quick to deflect attention from their family's
work and its significance. Slowly, however, they make it clear that they appreciate the
chance to play an enduring role in so many lives.

"It's a business, but we serve the community," said Bobby. "Being in Japantown, it's
important and meaningful."
But like many stories in Japantown, which has lost numerous Japanese American
residents and businesses over the years, there is a sense of uncertainty surrounding
the shop.
Ricky, 49, said he can't retire until the youngest of his three children finishes college in a
little more than 10 years. Bobby, 47, who has three stepchildren living abroad, said he's
prepared to call it quits when his brother does.
Like the old rural family farms that closed when the parents retired, the shop probably
will not be passed on to the next generation, said Ricky. Just as his father didn't require
it of him, he said he won't force it on his children. And he said he would be surprised if
they choose this type of manual labor over a professional career.
"I would like to see it go one more generation, but I doubt it," said Ricky.
"My son sees me do it, and he doesn't want to do it. It's hard work."
And therein lies the truth about authentic manju-making: It's exhausting and it's tedious.
Tom Kumamura, owner of Shuei-Do in San Jose, said it's not for everyone.
"You spend a lot of time here," said Kumamura. "If you do it by hand, it's tiring. But it's
an art."
Ricky Okamura is the first to arrive at Benkyodo in the morning. He must form the outer
shell of the manju, made with mochi or baked flour, and then fill it with sweet bean paste
cooked by his brother.
The mochi is created by steaming rice flour, sugar and water until it becomes a
gelatinous mass. Then the mochi is cut into circles before Ricky Okamura shovels the
bean paste in with a wooden spoon.
It's the way he learned how to make manju in 1973, when he graduated from San
Francisco City College and began working for his dad. He said he studiously watched
his father and, to this day, doesn't have an actual recipe.
"I never wrote anything down," he said. "It's all in my head."
His brother starts later in the morning and spends his time preparing three kinds of bean
paste, or anko, from sweetened adzuki or lima beans. The beans are cleaned,
compressed and turned into a fine powder, then cooked with sugar in a giant kettle.
These days, the brothers say, they don't eat much manju.

"You see it every day, you just get tired of it," said Bobby.
But their customers aren't so jaded. Paul Yamamoto has been a longtime fan but had to
cut back because he was diagnosed as a diabetic last year.
"I never realized how much I missed manju until I couldn't eat it," said Yamamoto, 46, of
San Francisco. "It's cultural and it's something you can relate to."
Benkyodo puts out more than 15 colorful treats each day that go on sale at the store's
front counter. The manju is also distributed to a half-dozen Japanese grocery stores in
the East Bay, San Francisco and Peninsula.
While manju is a traditional Japanese dessert, it has been embraced by many Bay Area
residents. Ricky Okamura estimates that half of his customers are not Japanese.
In an interesting twist, he said Japanese tourists in San Francisco are often among their
biggest fans because desserts in Japan are shifting away from handmade manju toward
more Western fare.
Although the brothers have no plans to close anytime soon, the idea is a sobering
thought -- both for its impact on the family's history and for the community.
"It'll be sad, really sad," said Ricky Okamura. "There will be no one left to make manju."

The family-run Benkyodo company is the last large manufacturer in the Japanese confectionery
business in San Francisco. Chronicle photo by Frederic Larson

Ricky Okamura learned how to make manju, a sweet bean and rice dessert, in 1973, when he
graduated from San Francisco City College and began working for his father. Chronicle photo
by Frederic Larson
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THE GREAT QUAKE 1906-2006 / Businesses weather a
century / The small companies that survive adapt but
stay true to their roots
Ilana DeBare, Chronicle Staff Writer
Published Sunday, April 2, 2006

White Brothers Lumber, founded in 1868 is one of a few bay area businesses that is over 100
years old. White was the one lumber yard left standing in SF after the 1906 earthquake. Today it
is located in Oakland and run by Don White, the fourth generation of the family to run the
business. It specializes in fine hardwoods and moulding. Photo by Michael Maloney / San
Francisco Chronicle on 3/24/06 in Oakland, CA

Don White's lumber company is so old that he occasionally goes to renovate a 90-yearold home and discovers that the original timbers came from his own mill.
John Caito's fish processing business is so old that it has a government security pass
allowing entry to the San Francisco waterfront area dating back to World War I.
Gary Guittard's chocolate company is so old that it was listed in the first San Francisco
telephone directory in 1878.
White Bros. mill in Oakland, Caito Fisheries in San Francisco, Guittard Chocolate in
Burlingame are but three out of dozens of small Bay Area businesses that are more
than a century old.
With the 100-year anniversary of the San Francisco earthquake this month, big
companies like Wells Fargo Bank and Fireman's Fund will be talking up their long
histories in the Bay Area.
But numerous small companies -- many of them family-owned, few of them household
names -- are also as old or even older than the quake.
Who are they? What do they have in common? And what does it take for a small
business to survive for 100 years?
The stories of these companies -- neighborhood hardware stores, Japanese groceries,
a Chinese laundry, Italian and German restaurants, a roofing company and a mattress
company, to name just a few -- reflect the ups and downs and changing world of the
Bay Area over the past 100 years.
Immigrant roots
Many of the oldest businesses in the Bay Area have immigrant roots -- which is only
logical because the Gold Rush years of the 1850s and '60s attracted immigrants from
around the world.
-- A 22-year-old French chocolate-maker named Etienne Guittard arrived in San
Francisco in 1860 and spent three years in Gold Country before starting Guittard
Chocolate on Sansome Street.
-- Jacob Gundlach came to San Francisco from Bavaria in 1850, and by 1857 had
bought land in Sonoma for a vineyard that today is run by his great-great-great-greatgrandson as the Gundlach-Bundschu winery.
-- Japanese immigrant Tokutaro Takahashi started a market in San Mateo in 1906,
when Japanese weren't allowed to own property. He served the local Japanese
community as well as Anglo fishermen, taking a horse and buggy on two-day trips to
sell bait to fishermen in Pescadero.

Affected by the quake
Like everyone else in the San Francisco area, these businesses felt the effects of the
1906 earthquake.
For many, the quake was an unmitigated disaster. Charles Bundschu, the son of that
German brewer/winemaker, saw both his wine store and his home destroyed in the fires
that swept through San Francisco after the quake.
Bundschu recounted in a letter that he lost 1 million gallons of wine in oak barrels as his
store was reduced to "a steaming, smoldering pile of rubble."
"Our building fell at 5 o'clock on the first day," Bundschu wrote. "When (my son) Carl
carried the news to our home my tears flowed incessantly and I shall never forget the
thunderbolt of wrath smashing the last hope of my life forever. ... It meant the labor and
struggle of two generations and we had just emerged from its many critical confusions
and trials apparently victorious and confident of success. Our future was bright for
everyone interested. Never held a better assortment of wines -- never a larger stock -good orders -- efficient salesmen ... and now -- and now? It means despair."
Yet other businesses found opportunities in the post-quake rebuilding.
White Bros., which today sells fine hardwood and molding in Oakland, was the only
lumber yard left standing in San Francisco after the fires. "They had huge stockpiles but
didn't raise their prices after the earthquake, although believe me, otherwise they would
raise prices any chance they got," said Don White, great-grandson of the company's
founder.
MG West -- which today is an office furniture company in San Francisco -- was at the
time a dealer in vaults and safes. Those vaults were sometimes the only thing left from
a burned-out bank office.
"Being one of the only people with keys and combinations to the safes, Monroe West's
services became invaluable to clients like Wells Fargo and Crocker banks," said Drew
Sullivan, whose family bought the company from the founding West family in 1980. "He
made a living going through rubble and rebuilding."
Survival factors
John Ward, a business professor at Northwestern University, has studied what it takes
for family-owned business to survive over several generations. He concludes that longlived small businesses tend to have:
-- A simple ownership structure -- one person passes the business on to another
person, or maybe two people.

-- A geographic or business niche that is hard for other businesses to enter.
-- A commitment to continuity, not just to profit.
-- Adaptability.
-- Prudence. "They never really take huge risks -- they never bet the farm, never go
deeply into debt," Ward said. "They are guardians of their reputation."
Some Bay Area centenarian businesses occupy the kind of protected niches described
by Ward.
MG West, the furniture distributor, has survived partly by being in an industry that hasn't
been taken over by national chains. And the Oaks Card Club in Emeryville -- founded in
the 1890s -- has continued to thrive partly because most cities prohibit cardrooms. "We
have been blessed by having a very unique type of business," said John Tibbetts,
whose grandfather bought the card club in the 1930s. "It's a real niche business."
Other 100-year-old businesses find themselves the lone survivor in a shrinking industry,
like the last person seated in a game of musical chairs.
Ten years ago, there were four companies in San Francisco making manju, a Japanese
dessert. Today, the only one is Benkyodo, a Japantown bakery that opened in 1906 and
now is run by the grandsons of its founder.
Similarly, there used to be 33 mattress manufacturers in San Francisco. Now, the only
one is McRoskey Mattress, founded in 1899, which survived by focusing on a niche
market of high-quality, high-priced mattresses.
Adapting to change
Businesses that have managed to last for a century have adapted to big changes in the
world around them -- from the Great Depression of the 1930s to wars, technological
changes and population shifts.
Wineries had to survive the 13-year hammer of Prohibition. Gundlach-Bundschu, for
instance, maintained its vineyards and grape sales but stopped making wine. When the
family resumed winemaking in the 1970s, they reinvented themselves as a small estate
winery producing 35,000 cases a year rather than the 200,000 they made before
Prohibition.
Meanwhile, Takahashi Market responded to changing demographics in the 1960s by
expanding to sell all kinds of Asian groceries, not just Japanese items. But the 1980s
brought the arrival of large supermarkets that cater to the Asian population like Ranch
99. So Gene Takahashi -- grandson of the founder -- re-honed his focus on the
Japanese and Hawaiian communities.
"Because the big markets are able to buy in bulk, they're able to get a lot of things
cheaper than us," Takahashi said. "So we've really made an effort to service our

Hawaiian clientele. We carry a lot of things that are hard to find, like fresh poi and fresh
Kailua pork. It's definitely a challenge."
Fortunate families
Many of the Bay Area's century-old businesses share a survival factor that wasn't
mentioned by Ward -- genetic luck.
These family-owned companies were fortunate enough to have children who wanted to
carry on the enterprise. Their competitors didn't and vanished.
Martin Durante, whose grandfather started Ratto's delicatessen in Oakland in 1896,
happened to be on strike from his job as a car salesman when his father asked him to
join the business in the 1950s. A competing Italian deli down the street wasn't as lucky
and went out of business. "They didn't have anyone to take over," Durante recalled.
Some owners knew from childhood that they would take over the family business. For
others, it came as a midlife revelation.
As a young woman, Robin Azevedo never thought about taking over her family's
business, the McRoskey Mattress Co. When her son entered preschool, she looked for
a job that would fill two afternoons a week and was hired by her father. "With grown-up
eyes, I got engaged in the business and what we did," Azevedo said. "My dad really had
no exit strategy. It was that work ethic of, 'You just keep working till you drop dead.'
After about 10 years, I approached my dad about taking over the business, and he was
ecstatic."
At least one Bay Area centenarian business was sold by its founding family and then
repurchased by a later generation.
The Fredericksen family opened a hardware store on Fillmore Street in 1896 and sold it
in the 1940s. A half-century later, in 2000, Fredericksen's was bought back by Dennis
Drobisch, grandson of the founder. "In the hardware business, we're considered third
generation: We just skipped the second," said Dennis' wife, Mary Drobisch.
Does history matter?
Some companies use their long history as a deliberate part of their marketing strategy.
McRoskey Mattress prominently states on its Web site that it has been a "manufacturer
of superior mattresses and box springs since 1899."
And Boudin Bakery, which makes sourdough bread, proudly showcases its Gold Rush
roots in its visitors center at Fisherman's Wharf.

But other companies say that their longevity doesn't matter much to customers.
"Customers don't care about the hundred years, but they do care about the past 20 or
30 years, which is their lifespan at the store," said Stephen Cornell, owner of Brownie's
Hardware, which opened in 1905 in San Francisco.
Some business owners even worry that longevity can be a marketing liability. Sullivan of
MG West said his company is leery of promoting its 101-year history too aggressively.
"I don't want to have it connote the image that we're petrified," Sullivan said. "We want
to promote an image that we are strong and stable, yet current and flexible. It's a fine
balance."
Some owners, particularly those of multi-generational family businesses, say the history
is always at the back of their minds. Several used the word legacy to describe this
feeling.
"When you are talking four or five generations, it's almost like 'You have the watch,' "
said Don White. "It's a historic entity, 100-plus years old, so you have to make it work,
no options, unless you want the old boys rolling in their graves."
While a long history can inspire owners to persevere through tough times, it can also
limit their business options.
Jeff Gundschu, president of the winery and great-great-great-great-grandson of its
founder, said the family history rules out some expansion strategies taken by other
small wineries, such as seeking outside investors or selling out to a bigger wine
business.
"Our estate vineyard is the spiritual center of our family, but also our biggest asset,"
Gundschu said. "The way we'd choose to leverage that asset is more limited than it
would be for a regular business. The traditional bottom line isn't always applicable
because these assets have an intrinsic value that is unique to us."
The next century
Having been around for a century, these firms know what it takes to run a successful
day-to-day business. But many of them quietly worry about societal changes that could
make it hard for them to reach the next century mark.
Each business has unique concerns. John Caito, who runs the oldest fish processing
company in San Francisco, worries that his salmon supply will vanish if the state
continues diverting Klamath River water to farmers.
Bobby Okamura, owner of the Benkyodo bakery, wonders what will happen to his
customer base with the pending sale of the Japan Center mall. "If they turn it into

condos, it would hurt the whole area," he said. "There would be no reason for people to
come to Japantown."
Meanwhile, White worries that the Bay Area's sky-high land prices will put his lumber
mill out of business. Recently, the city of Oakland rezoned the property around his mill
for high-density residential use.
"If we've got to move the mill, it would cost me $1 million just to move it," he said.
"Should I have to give up my business so some great big company can come in and
build high-density housing?"
There is also the perennial roulette wheel of succession. Will the children or proteges of
today's owners choose to maintain the history?
Jeff Bundschu is looking toward a day when the eighth generation of his family will run
the winery.
"My goal, as crazy as it sounds, is to create something that doesn't necessitate my own
kids getting into it, but maybe their kids," he said. "If I can keep it alive so my grandkids
have a shot at it, that's my goal."
______________________________________________________________________

Load of Ebony lumber from the early 1900's on a truck with solid rubber tires, no pneumatics
and no shocks in those days. White Brothers Lumber historical photos
Photo: Eric Luse The Chronicle

COPY PHOTO dating from 1909 of Edward McRoskey (far LEFT) with his employees at the
original company site at 16th and Harrison Sts. in San Francisco; COPY PHOTO of the pillow
bin; Story about Bay Area businesses that are over one hundred years old. This is the
McRoskey Mattress Company, founded in 1899. Photo taken on 3/27/06, in San Francisco, CA.
Courtesy McRoskey Mattress Company

Robin McRoskey Azevedo, the present owner of the McRoskey Mattress Company,
granddaughter of the original owner, Edward McRoskey. Story about Bay Area businesses that
are over one hundred years old. This is the McRoskey Mattress Company, founded in 1899.
Photo taken on 3/27/06, in San Francisco, CA. By Katy Raddatz/The San Francisco Chronicle

Bobby Okamura holds an old photo of his grandfather, Suyeichi Okamura, (in the middle) in
front to the bakery. Ricky Okamura is making Mushi Manju (Steamed Tea Cake) in the
backroom of Benkyoda Bakery Story is on Bay Area businesses that are over 100 years old.
Benkyodo is a Japanese bakery (making mochi and manju desserts) that was started in 1906. It
is still run by the same family, the Okamura brothers. Bobby & Ricky Okamura are grandsons of
the founder. During the internment of Japanese Americans in WW2, neighbors kept an eye on
the shuttered store and the family was able to reopen it when they returned. Today it is one of
the few remaining mochi bakeries in the Bay Area. Suggest a photo of Bobby & Ricky (or at
least Bobby - he's the one quoted in the story) making mochi. We will be pairing this with a
historic photo that shows the grandfather standing outside the store in 1906. Photographer: Eric
Luse / SFChronicle
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By Sarah Han
Sometimes a TV show theme song best sums up a situation. When a friend of mine got caught
smoking at boarding school, her punishment included writing a letter to her parents about the
incident. Her mom was deeply touched by her poignant words, that is until she discovered years
later that the letter was composed of the lyrics of the “Facts of Life” theme song.
I thought about my friend and her letter when I sat down to write this backstory about Benkyodo
Company, a Japanese confectionary/coffee shop in Japantown, because the most fitting words
for this story might be the lyrics of the song from “Cheers.”

Trade Secrets
Benkyodo is an institution in Japantown, not unlike the titular (if imaginary) Cheers bar. It
started selling its traditional handmade manju and mochi (confections made with flour, rice
powder, or buckwheat, and filled with sweet bean pastes) in 1906 when Suyeichi Okamura
opened the shop, originally on Geary Boulevard. The neighborhood had just been established by
Japanese immigrants who settled in the yet-undeveloped six block area of the Western
Addition — a part of town that was untouched by the great quake and fire that had just rocked the
city.
And the area and the business thrived for years. But then World War II happened, and the
Okamura family — along with more than 100,000 Japanese Americans living on the Pacific
Coast — was relocated to an internment camp. After the war, the shop reopened, and in 1959,
moved to its current location at the corner of Buchanan and Sutter streets.
Today, it’s one of the three remaining oldest family owned and operated Japanese businesses in
Japantown (the other two — Soko Hardware and Uoki Sakai Market — are less than a block
away) and is the last remaining manufacturer of manju in San Francisco. Suyeichi’s grandsons,
Ricky and Bobby Okamura, now run the shop.
Originally, I had contacted the brothers to see if they’d show me how to make their family’s
sweets, but they were hesitant to share the secrets of their trade, and said they were too busy to
talk to me. I respected their wishes, and decided to visit the shop as a customer. Once there I
realized that the manju is only half the story.
More than the confections, the experience of visiting the store is what’s key to this longtime
business. It hit me that Benkyodo pretty much epitomizes this ever-evolving neighborhood. It’s a
paradoxical mixture of old and new, traditional and pop culture, and Japanese and American
influences. It also happens to be a hopping meeting grounds for the Japanese American seniors
of the community.
Counter Culture
Located on the other side of Osaka Way, the quaintly cobblestoned area across from the iconic
Peace Pagoda and Japantown Center, Benkyodo is somewhat off the beaten track. The store sign
is in both Kanji and English, but if you didn’t notice it, you might enter Benkyodo and assume

it’s an all-American countertop diner. An orange-red formica counter, like one you’d find in an
old-time soda fountain, dotted with 12 round vinyl-upholstered stools takes up the right half of
the store.
A letter board spells out menu items like ham and “Devil Egg” sandwiches, hamburgers, soda,
shakes, and floats. It’s not trying to be a throwback diner, but Benkyodo manages to capture a
feeling of nostalgia so much better than Mel’s or any other cheesy imitation of the past; its
authenticity is as pervasive and unapologetic as the savory and beefy odor that filled the air —
what I’m assuming is the $2.50 chili, also available on the menu.
Benkyodo is a no frills sort of joint. A large sign at the back strongly announces “NO
RESTROOM.” And no, you’re not going to find artisan coffee here. Standard drip is made in an
industrial coffee maker; you can get your Blue Bottle down the street at the brand new New
People cafe. On this right side of the store, you might think you were in Middle America at some
old greasy spoon if you didn’t notice that almost everyone around you is of Japanese descent.
But if you were to turn your head to the left side of the store, you’d find yourself staring at the
other dead giveaway that you are, indeed, not in Kansas. Sitting neatly lined up on trays behind
the glass counters are what defines Benkyodo: their delicate and colorful handmade manju.

Service with a Bow
On my first visit to Benkyodo, I headed straight for the manju counter. An older Japanese
American man with stark white hair was ordering a plate of mochi, and as he waited for his
package to be wrapped, I sidled up to him and asked what his favorites were. He completely
ignored me. I’m not sure if it’s because he couldn’t hear me, or if he just decided not to be
bothered, but I took it as a sign to leave him be.
In any case, I didn’t really need help picking out my batch. I chose six manju, which included
domyoji (a pink coarsely ground mochi rice dough filled with smooth red bean and wrapped in a
salty and earthy cherry blossom leaf), Age (sugared donut ball with red beans), Kinako (a green
mochi dusted with soybean flour and filled with smooth red beans), blueberry mochi, and a
chocolate mochi filled with marshmellow and white bean.
When I asked the woman behind the counter if the goods were made fresh every morning, she
said “Of course!” as if I were crazy to assume otherwise. She laid my manju on a Styrofoam

meat tray and methodically wrapped it in white paper tied with a pink plastic string. She bowed
slightly as she handed me my package and told me to be sure to eat my purchases within three
days. I got a laugh when I told her not to worry, I planned on eating all of them in one sitting in
the next few minutes.
Senior Moments
I ordered a coffee and sat at the one table in the front of the store. While I ate my manju, I took
in my surroundings and watched the clientele. A gray-haired woman in a black baseball cap sat
at the formica counter and played a game with the middle-aged waitress behind the counter —
they were tossing a balled up paper napkin back and forth to each other. It was a strange but
touching moment between friends.
Towards the back of the store a couple of old men hunkered together, one of which was my
favorite customer — an older Japanese-American man who was probably a looker back in the
’50s. His hair was in style of someone from the era: gray but slicked back in a lazy pomp. Most
of the customers knew each other and chatted, sometimes in Japanese, other times in English,
and sometimes a mixture of both. At one point co-owner Bobby Okamura appeared from out of
the back and made a few jokes with a couple of his favorite long-time customers.
On my second visit to Benkyodo, three of the five customers were ones I saw the week before,
including my old man crush and the woman in the black cap. By 3:52 p.m., about an hour before
closing time, the place was packed with 13 people. The automatic doorbell chimed every time
people entered.
Many customers came in and out of Benkyodo with the sole purpose of buying manju, but most
of the regulars sitting around the coffee shop weren’t eating traditional Japanese snacks, instead
sipping tea and coffee, eating potato chips, and American style donuts which were sold out of a
pink take-out box on the diner top counter. It might seem strange given we were in a traditional
Japanese sweet shop, but we were in San Francisco, after all, and not Osaka.
Right before I began to gather my things to finally leave, I saw an aged regular pushing a few
bills to the woman behind the diner counter. He shrugged, motioned to the manju counter, and
whispered that the money was for the order of manju that the woman at the counter apparently
would not take from him.
As I sat and watched the senior social scene over those two afternoons, my mind would
involuntarily queue up that “Cheers” theme song, but come to think of it, maybe it should’ve
been the one from “Golden Girls” — “Thank You For Being a Friend.”

Do It Yourself
Visit Benkyodo to buy a single manju for about a buck each, or buy a plate or box to take home
to enjoy. Or hang out, get a cup of coffee, and enjoy the company of the locs. Benkyodo is cash
or check only, and is closed on Sundays. Go to their website for their featured manju list and
descriptions.

Design by Indhira Rojas
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Origins of a fortune cookie
By Cedric S. Yeh and Noriko Sanefuji, July 8, 2010
Earlier this year we invited Jennifer 8 Lee, author of The

Fortune Cookie Chronicles, to meet with our staff and
share her insights into the mysteries of Chinese food. One
topic that really caught our attention was the origin of the
fortune cookie. You might be surprised to discover that
fortune cookies are not a Chinese creation but rather an
American one by way of Japan. I know I was surprised
and I grew up around fortune cookies, although I always
preferred almond cookies.
Excited about this revelation, research specialist Noriko Sanefuji went out to investigate.
Armed with information from Ms. Lee, Noriko contacted Gary Ono, whose grandfather,
Suyeichi Okamura, an immigrant from Japan, is one of the claimants to the original fortune
cookie in the U.S.
In 1906, Suyeichi started Benkyodo, a Japanese
confectionery store in San Francisco. The store supplied
fortune cookies (Japanese fortune cookies are a regional
delicacy and much larger than the ones we know) to
Makoto Hagiwara, who ran the Japanese Tea Garden at
the Golden Gate Park.
Mr. Ono showed Noriko a selection of antique sembei
iron kata (hand skillet mold), which were used in the
Japanese Tea Garden to make the fortune cookies one
at a time. Although some of the katas were plain, others
had engraved initials (M.H. for Makoto Hagiwara) or had
logos for the Tea Garden (Mount Fuji with “Japan Tea”).
Mr. Ono was kind enough to donate three katas to the
Smithsonian.
Noriko Sanefuji (left) and Gary Ono (right).

http://americanhistory.si.edu/blog/2010/07/origins-of-a-fortune-cookie.html
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Senbei irons. Gift of Suyeichi & Owai Okamura family, Benkyodo Co., San Francisco. Photo credit: Gary Ono.

(Left) Senbei iron with engraved initials, M.H. for Makoto Hagiwara.(Right) Senbei Iron with Japan Tea logo. Gifts of Suyeichi & Owai
Okamura family, Benkyodo Co., San Francisco. Photo credits: Gary Ono.

Benkyodo continued to be the Japanese Tea Garden’s sole supplier of fortune cookies until
the outbreak of World War II, when Japanese Americans in California were sent to internment
camps. Chinese businessmen used the opportunity and started to produce their own fortune
cookies, selling them to Chinese restaurants, and setting in motion an association between
cookie and restaurant that continues today.
So what do you think? Did you know that about fortune cookies? I didn’t even get to the
fortune part of the cookie. So I’ll leave you with this question, what is the best fortune you’ve
ever gotten? And for those wondering, Gary says his grandfather resumed making fortune
cookies after the war ended.

Cedric Yeh is Deputy Chair and Associate Curator in the Division of Armed Forces History and
Noriko Sanefuji is a research specialist in the Division of Work and Industry at the National
Museum of American History.

http://americanhistory.si.edu/blog/2010/07/origins-of-a-fortune-cookie.html
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* This report provides recommendations for five (5) Legacy Business applications. *
Filing Date:
Case No.:
Business Name:
Business Address:
Zoning:
Block/Lot:
Applicant:

Nominated By:
Staff Contact:
Reviewed By:

February 20, 2019
2019-002369LBR
Benkyodo Company
1747 Buchanan Street
NCD (Japantown Neighborhood Commercial) Zoning District
50-X Height and Bulk District
0685/001
Ricky Okamura, Co-Owner
1747 Buchanan Street
San Francisco, CA 94115
Supervisor Vallie Brown, District 5
Shelley Caltagirone - (415) 558-6625
shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822
tim.frye@sfgov.org

BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
Benkyodo Company (“Benkyodo”) is a Japanese confectionery facility and shop established in 1906, and it
is the oldest Japanese American family-owned business in San Francisco's Japantown. It is also the last
remaining manufacturer of mochi and manju (Japanese desserts) using traditional methods with dedicated
facilities on site. Up until the late 1990s, there were four companies in San Francisco making manju, and
only a few in all of California. Today, Benkyodo is the only one left in San Francisco.
Mochi is a Japanese rice cake made of glutinous rice, which is ground, steamed, pounded and rolled into a
sticky ball, or molded into different shapes. It is sometimes filled with beans or used in various dishes, such
as ozoni (Japanese New Year’s soup), or toasted and eaten mixed with some sweets. Manju is a traditional
Japanese confection or pastry, made of rice flour and filled with sweet beans (red adzuki or white lima) or
other ingredients like chestnuts, strawberry, blueberry or mango.
Benkyodo has been operated by three generations of the Okamura family. Suyechi Okamura first opened
the shop in 1906. Then in 1951, Suyeichi's son Hirofumi ("Hippo") Okamura and his wife (Sue) took over.
In 1990, Hirofumi passed the shop to his sons, Ricky and Bobby Okamura. The business was founded at its
original location at 1533B Geary Boulevard in 1906 and operated its business there until it moved down the
block to 1638 Geary from 1939-1959. The store was temporarily forced to fold when the family was interned
during World War II, part of the evacuation of more than 110,000 Japanese Americans on the West Coast.
When the Okamura's returned after the war in 1946, they were fortunate that they had neighbors that
watched over their space and were able to return and re-open their shop. In 1959, the business then

www.sfplanning.org
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relocated to its current location at 1747 Buchanan Street, where it currently operates as a manju/mochimaking facility, manju confectionery shop and lunch counter serving the local Japantown community. The
manju shop and lunch counter have been the "go-to" place for locals, and persons of all generations and
tourists visiting Japantown seeking an affordable bite to eat and for an authentic Japanese American
experience with local information on the goings-on in the community.
The property is located at the southwest corner of Sutter and Buchanan streets in the Japantown
neighborhood. It is within an NCD (Japantown Neighborhood Commercial) Zoning District and a 50-X
Height and Bulk District.

STAFF ANALYSIS
Review Criteria
1.

When was business founded?
The business was founded in 1906.

2.

Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how?
Yes. Benkyodo Company qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all
of the eligibility Criteria:

3.

i.

Benkyodo Company has operated continuously in San Francisco for 113 years, with
the exception of 1942 to 1948. From 1942 to 1946, the Okamura family was held in
concentration camps as part of the US government program to incarcerate people of
Japanese ancestry after Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor. The Okamura's were one of the
few fortunate families to have neighbors that watched over their space while they were
interned, and after some time, they were able to eventually open up their shop again.

ii.

Benkyodo Company has contributed to the history and identity of the Japantown
neighborhood and San Francisco.

iii.

Benkyodo Company is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions
that define the organization.

Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition?
Yes. The business is associated with the craft of making mochi and manju, traditional Japanese
confections. In Japanese tradition, manju and mochi are a part of traditional and contemporary
celebrations for the Bay Area's Japanese American community, where the desserts are an essential
part of the celebration.

4.

Is the business or its building associated with significant events, persons, and/or architecture?
Events
Yes. The business is associated with three periods of significance as identified in the Japantown
Historic Context Statement, prepared May 2011. They are: Early Japantown History, particularly
Japanese Settlement in the Western Addition (1906-1920); Japanese Resettlement and Renewal,
Nikkei Return to Japantown (1945-1954); and, Redevelopment in the Western Addition (19551990).

2
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Persons
The current owners’ (Ricky and Bobby Okamura's) grandfather, Suyechi Okamura, an immigrant
from Japan, started Benkyodo in 1906, which was one of the first businesses in San Francisco's
Japantown. He was an entrepreneur in the community and was also very innovative. Not only did
he make his mochi and manju, he is one of the claimants to making the first fortune cookies.
5.

Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?
No. However, the property is listed in the community-prepared inventory of cultural assets
published in the Japantown Cultural Heritage and Economic Sustainability Strategy and it is
located within the Japantown Cultural District. The property has a Planning Department Historic
Resource status of “B” (Properties Requiring Further Consultation and Review) due to the age of
the building, which was constructed in 1956, for the purposes of California Environmental Quality
Act review.

6.

Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?
Yes. Benkyodo and its historical association with Japantown is referred to in the Japantown
Historic Context Statement prepared by Donna Graves and Page & Turnbull, May 2011.

7.

Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.?
Yes. Benkyodo Company has been featured in many newspapers, magazines and local TV stations
(KPIX-5, FOX-2). Some of the examples in which Benkyodo has been featured:
•
•
•
•
•
•

San Francisco tourism walking tours, such as Voicemaps Audio Tours and Edible
Excursions (2019).
San Francisco Bay Guardian 2007 – Best of the Bay, Best Japanese Treats.
San Francisco Chronicle (4/2/2006) – Businesses That Weathered the 1906 Earthquake.
San Francisco Magazine (4/2006) – 125 Best Things to Eat.
Sunset Magazine (12/2003 – Mad about mochi: celebrate the Japanese New Year with a
traditional treat.
San Francisco Chronicle (2/8/001) – Manju Handmade Perfection.

On May 28, 2008, Benkyodo was chosen by Assemblyman Mark Leno of the 13th Assembly District
as the recipient of the California Small Business of the Year award. Benkyodo was one of 80
recipients to get the statewide recognition of the California Small Business of the Year award.

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business
Location(s) associated with the business:
• 1747 Buchanan Street
Recommended by Applicant
• Freshly made manju and mochi from traditional recipes and methods
• Original 1959 sign
• Original lunch counter and pastry display showcase
Additional Recommended by Staff
• None
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Benkyodo Company
1747 Buchanan Street
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Ricky Okamura, Co-Owner
1747 Buchanan Street
San Francisco, CA 94115
Supervisor Vallie Brown, District 5
Shelley Caltagirone - (415) 558-6625
shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822
tim.frye@sfgov.org

ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION
APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR BENKYODO COMPANY
CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 1747 BUCHANAN STREET, (BLOCK/LOT 0685/001).
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business
maintains a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding,
community-serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing
educational and promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and
success; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the City’s history and identity; and
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the traditions that define the business; and
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on March 20, 2019, the Historic Preservation Commission
reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business Registry
nomination.

www.sfplanning.org

Resolution No. ###
March 20, 2019

CASE NO. 2019-002369LBR
1747 Buchanan Street

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that
Benkyodo Company qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code Section
2A.242(b)(2) as it has operated for 30 or more years and has continued to contribute to the community.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends
safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions for Benkyodo Company.
Location(s):
• 1747 Buchanan Street
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Freshly made manju and mochi from traditional recipes and methods
• Original 1959 sign
• Original lunch counter and pastry display showcase
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission’s findings and
recommendations are made solely for the purpose of evaluating the subject business's eligibility for the
Legacy Business Registry, and the Historic Preservation Commission makes no finding that the subject
property or any of its features constitutes a historical resource pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section
15064.5(a).
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby directs its Commission
Secretary to transmit this Resolution and other pertinent materials in the case file 2019-002369LBR to the
Office of Small Business March 20, 2019.
Jonas P. Ionin
Commission Secretary
AYES:
NOES:
ABSENT:
ADOPTED:
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