
This Land Is Our Land: 
Oyama v. California 

NAPABA  Annual Convention 
San Diego, CA 

November 4, 2016 



Timed Agenda 
 

 
           Minutes 
 
The Reenactment 
 
 I. Introduction            2 
 
 II. Historical Background          8 
 
 III. The Oyamas            3 
 
 IV. The Petition to Escheat          2 
 
 V. The Trial          18 
 
 VI. Appeal to the California Supreme Court        4 
 
 VII. Appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court      18 
 
 VIII. The Aftermath           2 
 
 IX. Conclusion            3 
 
     Total        60 
 
 
Discussion and Q&A          15 
 
     Program Total      75 

1



Cast of Characters 

Narrator 1     Denny Chin 

Narrator 2     Kathy Hirata Chin 

Kajiro Oyama     Vincent T. Chang 

Alice Oyama     Concepcion A. Montoya 

Theodore Roosevelt    Lauren U.Y. Lee 

Ulysses S. Webb    Vinoo Varghese 

Assemblyman 1    Francis  H. Chin 

Assemblyman 2    Andrew T. Hahn 

Kametaro Iijima    Kiyo A. Matsumoto 

Attorney General Earl Warren  Ona T. Wang 

Attorney General Robert Kenny  Jessica C. Wong 

Fred Oyama     Yang Chen 

Judge Charles Haines    Linda S. Lin 

A.L. Wirin     Theodore K. Cheng 

Judge Joe E. Shell    Clara J. Ohr 

Deputy District Attorney Duane Carnes Vincent T. Chang 

Deputy Attorney General Everett Mattoon Andrew T. Hahn 

John C. Kurfurst    Vinoo Varghese 

Justice Edmonds    Lauren U.Y. Lee 

Akira Iwamura    Concepcion A. Montoya 

Chief Justice Vinson    Kiyo A. Matsumoto 

Justice Black     Linda S. Lin 

Justice Murphy    Jessica C. Wong 

Justice Reed     Yang Chen 

Justice Jackson    Francis H. Chin 

Marshal of the Court    Lauren U.Y. Lee 

Dean Acheson     Ona T. Wang 

Attorney General Fred Howser  Clara J. Ohr 

Powerpoint Presentation:  David Weinberg, JURYGROUP 

2



Timeline 
 
 
1900 Fewer than 25,000 Japanese nationals reside on the U.S. mainland.  This 

figure grows by about 100,000 over the next 25 years. 
 
1907 Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907 -- an informal agreement between the 

United States and the Empire of Japan whereby the U.S. would not restrict 
Japanese immigration, and Japan would not allow further emigration to 
the U.S.  The goal was to reduce tensions between the two nations, but 
Congress never ratified the agreement.  

 
1907, February 20 The United States Congress passes the Immigration Act of 1907, one of 

the effects of which was to limit Japanese laborers through the exclusion 
of contract workers.  This Act also further narrowed the immigration of 
other Asians, Muslims, and "undesirable women" who were perceived to 
be prostitutes, and created the Dillingham Commission to collect 
immigrant data for use in future U.S. immigration laws. 

 
1913 California passes an Alien Land Law, which prohibited "aliens ineligible 

for American citizenship" from, inter alia, acquiring, owning, occupying, 
or leasing agricultural land.  Land acquired in violation of the law would 
escheat to the State if the State could prove that the purpose of such 
acquisition was to evade the law.  California enforced the Alien Land Law 
principally against Japanese. 

 
1920 A California ballot initiative passes overwhelmingly to prevent:  (i) aliens 

ineligible for citizenship from being placed under guardianships or 
trusteeships; (ii) all agricultural lands from being leased; and (iii) 
corporations owned by a majority of persons who were ineligible for 
citizenship from owning real property.  These were all methods that 
Japanese noncitizens had previously utilized to acquire property in 
California. 

 
1921 Congress passes the Immigration Restriction Act, also known as the 

Emergency Quota Act or the Emergency Immigration Act, which 
restricted the number of immigrants admitted from any country annually 
to 3% of the number of residents from that same country living in the 
United States as of the U.S. Census of 1910. 

 

1922 and 1923 The U.S. Supreme Court issues two rulings, holding that a Japanese man 
and a South Asian man were not eligible to be naturalized as U.S. citizens 
under the Naturalization Act of 1790 because they were not "free white 
persons."  Ozawa v. United States, 260 U.S. 178 (1922); United States v. 
Thind, 261 U.S. 204 (1923). 
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1923 The U.S. Supreme Court issues two rulings upholding the constitutionality 

of the alien land laws of California and Washington, ruling that they did 
not violate the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.  
Terrace v. Thompson, 263 U.S. 197 (1923) (holding that Washington's 
Anti-Alien Land Law, which prohibited all aliens ineligible for citizenship 
from leasing agricultural land for more than five years, was 
constitutional); Frick v. Webb, 263 U.S. 326 (1923) (holding that 
California‘s Alien Land Law, which prohibited aliens ineligible for 
citizenship from owning shares of stock of corporation, was consistent 
with the Fourteenth Amendment); see also Porterfield v. Webb, 263 U.S. 
225 (1923) (holding that California's prohibition on leaseholds of a term of 
five years by aliens ineligible for citizenship did not violate the Due 
Process and Equal Protection Clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment). 

 
1924 Congress passes the Immigration Act of 1924, which reduces the 

percentage of immigrants who could be admitted from any country 
through July 1, 1927 to 2% of the number of people from that country who 
were already living in the U.S. in 1890, down from the 3% cap set by the 
Immigration Restriction Act of 1921.  After July 1, 1927, the overall 
annual quota of immigrants was set at 150,000, divided among countries 
in proportion to the ancestry of immigrants in the U.S. according to the 
1920 U.S. Census. 

 
1924, August 7 Fred Yoshihiro Oyama is born in Chula Vista, CA, to Kajiro and Kohide 

Oyama. 
 
1934, August 18 Kajiro and Kohide Oyama purchase 6 acres of land in Chula Vista, CA, 

for $4,000 on behalf of their son, Fred.  Kajiro Oyama petitions for 
guardianship of the person and estate of Fred Oyama. 

 
1935, March 22 The Superior Court of California in the County of San Diego appoints 

Kajiro Oyama as the guardian of the person and estate of Fred Oyama. 
 
1937 The Oyamas purchase an additional 2 acres of land adjacent to their 

existing 6 acres of land in Chula Vista for $1,500.  Kajiro Oyama does not 
file the reports required under the California Alien Land Law for all 
guardians of agricultural land belonging to minor children of “ineligible 
aliens. 

 
1942, February 19 President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs Executive Order 9066 authorizing 

the Secretary of War to designate certain areas as military zones, leading 
eventually to the internment of Japanese-Americans. 

 
1942 The Oyamas “voluntarily evacuate” California for a farm in southwest 

Utah with the assistance of a seed salesman in Utah. 
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1942-1947 California undertakes 59 escheat actions under its Alien Land Law, all 

involving lands owned by Japanese.  Between 1913 and 1942, California 
undertook only 14 escheat actions (also exclusively against lands owned 
by Japanese). 

 
1944, August 28 California files petition to escheat in the Superior Court of California, 

County of San Diego, against the Oyamas.  California alleges that the 
Oyamas' purchase of land in their son's name is a "mere subterfuge and 
cover" for the purpose of "willfully evading and violating the provisions 
of the Alien Land Law of California." 

 
1945, September 17 The Superior Court finds in favor of the State, and the Oyama's Chula 

Vista land is seized and returned to the State. 
 
1945, September 27 The Oyamas appeal the Superior Court’s ruling to the Supreme Court of 

California. 
 
1946, October 31 The California Supreme Court affirms the ruling of the Superior Court in 

favor of the State. 
 
1947, October 22 The Oyamas appeal the ruling of the California Supreme Court to the U.S. 

Supreme Court. 
 
1948, January 19 The U.S. Supreme Court reverses the California Supreme Court in a 6-3 

decision, holding that the rights of an American citizen to own land "may 
not be subordinated merely because of his father's country of origin."  
Oyama v. California, 332 U.S. 633, 647 (1948).  As a consequence, 
California eventually ceases enforcement of its Alien Land Law, and the 
Oyamas are able to keep their land in Chula Vista. 

 
1949 In part because of Oyama, the Alien Land Law in Oregon is invalidated.  

See Namba v. McCourt, 204 P.2d 569, 575-79 (Or. 1949). 
 
 
 
Sources:  Rose Cuison Villazor, Rediscovering Oyama v. California:  At the Intersection of 
Property, Race, and Citizenship, 87 Wash. U. L. Rev. 979 (2010); Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/immig
ration/alt/japanese3.html; Oyama v. California, 332 U.S. 633 (1948). 
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Physics from Harvard University and his J.D. from New York University School of Law, where 

8
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LITASCO SA (Lukoil International Trading and Supply Company), the exclusive marketing and 
trading arm of PAO LUKOIL.  Prior to joining LPA, Clara was an Assistant General Counsel – 
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Associate in the Project Finance Group at Chadbourne & Parke LLP in New York, NY, 
Transactional Counsel at the Export-Import Bank of the United States in Washington, DC, and 
an Associate in the Finance Group of Kutak Rock LLP in Omaha, NE.  Clara is a past President 
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Vinoo Varghese is a New York Metro Super Lawyer in the criminal defense arena.  For the past 
three years, he has been honored as a Top 100 Trial Lawyer by the National Trial Lawyers 
organization.  Varghese is a 2014 recipient of the New York Law Journal Rising Star award.  In 
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