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 As the year renews, the COVID-19 pandemic, with all the changes it brought about last year, is 

also entering a new phase. Uplifting news of a vaccine is contrasted against worries of variants of the 

disease. Against a backdrop of worldwide cooperation to combat the invisible foe known as coronavirus, 

new problems such as discrimination against the infected, growing poverty due to unemployment, and 

closing borders have come to the fore. Until now, discrimination, conflicts, and disconnections based on 

racial and religious views had been manmade, but the coronavirus can be said to be a natural disaster 

that makes those problems seem small in comparison. 

 Houston is said to have the most uniform ratio of races in the United States where races from all 

over the world are gathered. As the world fragments, the continually diversifying Houston may have a 

path forward. As the connections binding people together are being realized more strongly now, looking 

into the past at the paths our Japanese ancestors have traveled may inform us about just how important 

these connections are. In Gulfstream, we highlight the lives of Japanese Americans in Houston and 

introduce their ways of thinking. This second article is the story of Glen Yoshiaki Gondo, President of 

Gondo Company Inc., who has been an associate member of the Houston Japan Chamber of Commerce 

since 1990. (Written by Akiko Sato) 

 

 
Glen Yoshiaki Gondo's father, Jutaro, is a Nisei born in Seattle, Washington, and his mother, 

Hisako, is a Nisei born in Honolulu, Hawaii. The two met and married at the Granada War Relocation 
Center (commonly known as Camp Amache) in Colorado. After living in the camp for three and a half 
years, they moved to California after the end of World War II (WWII). Glen was born in Los Angeles, 
California in December 1948 as the youngest member of the family, following his sister and two older 
brothers born after the war. Mr. Gondo and his wife opened a Chinese restaurant in Los Angeles, but it 
didn't work out so well, and in 1950, they opened a labor camp in Watsonville, California, as part of the 
Bracero program*. 
 

 
⋆ Bracero Program: Spanish for "manual worker" or "worker with arms". A diplomatic agreement on farm 
workers initiated between the United States and Mexico in 1942. This agreement was enacted by Congress as 
an amendment to the Agricultural Land Act of 1949 (Public Law 78), extended by the 1951 Immigration Labor 
Agreement, and ended in 1964. 
 

 

● Watsonville, California, where he spent his childhood  
 

-So, you were born after World War II. Please tell us about your memories of Watsonville, where you 
spent your childhood. 
 
 



 
 "My parents ran the 'Gondo Labor Camp' and there were about 1,500 Mexicans working in it. It 
started with about 20 people, but my mother was a talented businesswoman and made the camp 
bigger. She prepared places to live, fed everyone, fit everyone on 15 trucks, and transported them to the 
fields. Harvest? Strawberries, lettuce, peas, cherries, etc. I brought hot lunch out to everyone and my 
mother fed them dinner after they got back... It felt like living in the military. This was in the 1950s.  
 Watsonville was a small rural area in a beautiful valley rich in nature, 5 miles from the beach and 
1 mile from the mountains. I grew up having a lot of fun such as riding horses and camping.  
 By the way, when I was in the 5th grade of elementary school, my wife Kathy was a classmate. 
She was the cutest girl there. (Laughs)" 
 
 
-Does this mean there were many Japanese people there?  
 

 "There were a lot of Nikkei who worked as farmers. There were other races, too, but it was a 
very liberal place and I never felt racism." 
 

-Did you speak Japanese at home? 
 

 "My father was born in Seattle, but when he was three years old, he returned to Japan and was 
educated in Japan, a so-called "Returner", so I think speaking Japanese was easier for him. My mother 
was born in Hawaii and was learning shamisen in Japan, so she was also fluent in Japanese - the two 
spoke to each other in Japanese. However, English was what we spoke in the family. I can hardly speak 
Japanese. Just greetings and counting (laughs).  
 As I learned later, during World War II, both of my parents were put in concentration camps. But 
they never said bad things about America. " 
 
 
● Moving to Dallas, going into the restaurant business 
 
-Having grown up in California, what was your connection with Texas? 
 
 "In 1961, Governor Brown banned foreign workers, so my parents had to close their camp. The 
president of Japan Food Corporation (JFC)**, who was in San Francisco at the time, asked my parents if 
they would like to open a Japanese restaurant in Dallas. So, my family moved to Dallas in 1962 and 
started a restaurant called ‘Sakura’. " 
 
 
-Why Dallas?  
 

 "There was a JFC warehouse in Dallas. At the restaurant, Japanese cooks cooked Japanese food, 
and Japanese wives who married Americans worked as waitresses. For Americans, we served tempura 
and teriyaki. It was a restaurant, but they also sold Japanese food such as rice, soy sauce, and miso, 
which were not sold at American supermarkets. So many Japanese came to buy those items. I was 
around 15 years old at the time and worked as a bus boy at the restaurant, making minimum wage! 
(Laughs) " 
 
 



** Japan Food Corporation: JFC International has existed in various forms since 1906 and was officially 
established in 1958 as a major wholesaler and distributor of Asian food products in the United States. In 
addition to its own products, it also imports branded products from other international companies. It became 
a subsidiary of Kikkoman in Japan in 1969 and became JFC International in 1978. 
 

 

●High school and university, California to Miami to New York, and marriage 
 
-Did you graduate from high school in Dallas? 

 
 "No, I went back to Watsonville in the last year of high school. Dallas had few Japanese and I 
wanted to graduate from the same high school with the friends I grew up with. My family had relatives 
there, so my parents let me go." 
 

 
-What did you do after graduation? 
 
 "I majored in business at the University of North Texas in Denton, Texas. But I didn’t finish there. 
Instead, I went back to California and attended UCLA and USC. My girlfriend (Kathy) was at Long Beach 
State University, so I really wanted to be in California. Because I started dating her after graduating from 
high school .... You know how I felt, don’t you? (Laughs) " 
 

 

-Did you return to Texas after finishing college?  
 
 "In 1971, a woman who worked for my parents decided to open a restaurant, so my parents told 
me to go to Miami to help her start it up. So, I asked Kathy, 'Could you please come with me?’ and she 
responded, ‘I'll go,’ even though we were not married yet.  
 About a year later, my parents told me to go to Oklahoma because they were going to open a 
restaurant there, so I asked Kathy again, ‘Will you come with me?’ This time, she said, ‘If we don't get 
married, I won't go,’ so we got married in 1973 and had a wedding in California. A friend from 
Watsonville got me a job as a frozen food broker, so we stayed in the state and I worked in the San Jose 
office.  
 Around that time, my father and brother started a diamond trading business in New York. It was 
a job importing diamonds dug up in Mexico and Australia and exporting them to Japan. My father came 
to San Jose and told me to help with the diamond business. So, I quit the frozen food business after 
about two years and moved to New York with Kathy. I think this was around 1975.  
 I went to Israel to buy diamonds and then went to Japan to sell them. At that time, Japan’s 
economy was improving and diamonds sold well. As a result, I went to Japan for the first time in 1975. I 
went on a JTB (Japan Tourist Bureau) tour with Kathy to Tokyo, Kyoto, Nara, and Hakone and stayed at 
the Imperial Hotel. All the Japanese were polite to us, and we were comfortable. Oh, what was funny 
was that we had Japanese faces, but somehow it was discovered that we weren't Japanese. Was it 
because of the clothing or atmosphere? (Laughs) And we couldn't speak Japanese either. " 
 
 

-How did you like New York?  
 

"We had a lot of fun. NY is an exciting city. It was a very fulfilling eight years with no children and 
lots of places to go. We'd love to live there again." 

 



● Blossoming catering business in Houston  
 
-But you moved from New York even though you liked it there so much. 
 
 "My mother wanted me to take over the restaurant in Houston, so we moved to Houston. I used 
to go to Houston all the time while we lived in New York anyway. I became the general manager of the 
restaurant in 1985. My son, Robert, was also born that year. " 
 

 

-The restaurant in Houston is very famous. Anyone who has lived in Houston for a long time knows it. 
 

 "It's 'Tokyo Gardens'. It was located just inside the I-610 loop, along Westheimer in Houston. My 
parents opened it in 1966; it was the second and biggest restaurant after their first in Dallas. My parents 
called a Japanese architect to build a building on 2 acres of land that could accommodate up to 300 
people using traditional Japanese construction methods that used no nails. There were shoji and tatami 
rooms on which you would have to take off your shoes. There was even a Japanese-style stage with 
‘Hanamichi’ (a passage running through the audience to the stage) and a carp pond. They held showings 
of Japanese dance, ikebana (flower arrangement), tea ceremony, and mochitsuki (rice pounding). At 
that time, ‘Tokyo Gardens’ played a role in conveying Japanese culture to the United States. This was the 
only restaurant run by Japanese people, so it was a restaurant that Japanese people who missed Japan 
and Americans who wanted to experience Japanese culture longed for.  
 Oh yeah, at that time, Japanese companies in the cotton industry started coming to Houston 
and decided to form a Japanese business association there. The branch managers of Mitsui, Mitsubishi, 
and Sumitomo, and the Consul-General gathered at ‘Tokyo Gardens’ to discuss the matter ...So you 
could say that the Japan Business Association of Houston (JBAH) was born in ‘Tokyo Gardens’. (Laughs)" 
 
 
 It is stated in the minutes that the "Founding General Assembly" of the JBAH held on October 6, 
1967 was held at the official residence of the Consul-General with 42 participants. According to records, 
the first Standing Committee was held at Tokyo Gardens on November 15, 1967. After that, it is recorded 
that the Standing Committee was held at Tokyo Gardens and World Trade Club.  
 At that time, it was Jutaro Gondo who joined the JBAH and became an associate member as a 
representative of Tokyo Gardens from 1979 to 1989. Since 1990, the member name has been changed to 
Glen (Tokyo Gardens), and since 1999, the affiliation has changed from Tokyo Gardens to Gondo 
Company. 
 

 

-For Japanese people, we are grateful for a restaurant where we can eat Japanese food. Did you also 
serve sushi?  
 
 “In 1971, I made a sushi bar with only 4 seats, but at the time no Americans knew about sushi, 
so only Japanese people came. Even Kathy, a third-generation Japanese-American, had hardly eaten 
sushi because her parents had never lived in Japan. However, my parents were familiar with Japanese 
culture and lifestyle, and they ran a restaurant, so I have been eating Japanese food from a young age.  
 When I became the manager in 1985, musicians, artists, and actors came to my restaurant 
often. Those people liked sushi. Sushi had begun to become popular as healthy food around that time.  
 That's why I decided to start a sushi catering business and started promoting sushi to hotels and 
venues. I think this was around 1987. I went to the Western Galleria Hotel next door to my restaurant to 
sell sushi. They were my first customer and placed an order for 100 California rolls for a wedding party. I 



happily reported this to my mother, but she got angry saying, ‘You can't make that many!’ (laughs). But 
this was a big hit and then I started bringing a live sushi bar and served directly at parties. It became very 
popular and I was serving at parties for Japanese companies such as Toshiba, Mitsui, and Mitsubishi. " 
 
 

-I moved from Florida to Houston in 2009 and was surprised to see sushi sold at the supermarket.  
 
 "I opened a sushi bar at eight Fiesta supermarkets in 1987. I wanted to spread sushi to 
Mexicans. It didn't work very well. At that time, HEB started opening in Houston. At a Christmas party, I 
met HEB's Houston branch manager and introduced myself as a sushi businessman. A week later, he 
invited Kathy and me to the (Houston) Zoo’s gala. There, he told me, ‘I'm going to open a store in 
Friendswood next time, so why don't you serve sushi there?"  
 In 2002, I opened a sushi bar at HEB for the first time. White people ate the sushi samples we 
served there, and sushi sold out in a week. Great success! The second store opened in Brooksville. That's 
how the number increased, and within a year, 35 HEBs had sushi bars. McAllen, San Antonio, Austin, 
Laredo ... now Sushiya is in 250 HEB stores. Operating in various places, I noticed that there were 
regional preferences for different kinds of sushi. For example, Laredo is close to Mexico, so spicy sushi is 
preferred. " 
 
 

Glen opened a retail store at Bush Intercontinental Airport. He sold "Tokyo Gardens" in 1998 and 
concurrently started catering to Continental Airlines (now United Airlines). Currently, he is also affiliated 
with ANA. In addition, the catering business has expanded its sushi bar service to 20 universities and has 
partnered with hospitals and so on. 
 

 

● As an Asian American  
 

 

-I heard from Ms. Donna Cole, who I interviewed last time, that she made her connection with the 
Japanese and Nikkei society through you. Can you talk about that as well?  
 
"When the Japan America Society-Houston (JASH) was formed in 1968, the founding members who 
came to my restaurant invited me to join the Society saying, ‘You speak good English’ (laughs), and I 
became the first executive committee member. Then I worked for JASH, went to Exxon to recruit 
members, became the president of JASH, and so on.  
 My parents focused on spreading Japanese culture in America, and I wanted to do something 
like that, too. So, I planned the Japan Festival. I had Mayor Lanier's wife become the chairman of the 
Japan Festival so that we could hold the Japan Festival at Hermann Park. When the Japanese Garden 
was being built in Hermann Park, I brought lunch boxes to the construction workers. 
 My parents worked hard to build a good impression of Japanese people to remove the stigma 
persisting from when the Japanese were interned at concentration camps. I want Americans to know 
Japan and the Japanese through sushi. I want Japanese people to get to know Americans. 
 I am a Japanese American, but I am also an Asian American. I think the world will change 
dramatically due to the influence of coronavirus. From now on, the Asian community needs to come 
together to tackle various problems. I'm not interested in politics, but by expanding my network to 
politicians and other organizations, I can help someone somewhere, and someday someone will help 
me. The most important thing is to see each other as the same human beings. This is my belief. " 
 



 
 Glen has been awarded numerous entrepreneurial awards, including the Asian American 
Entrepreneurship Award of the Asian Chamber of Commerce and the Minority Business News Houston’s 
Remarkable Minority Business Award in 1999.  
 In addition to business, he is also making a significant contribution to the Asian community in 
Houston. At one point, he was a board member of 12 organizations including the President of the Japan 
America Society-Houston Association (JASH) (3 times), Chao Asian Studies Center, Asian Association 
Texas, Asian Chamber of Commerce, Greater Houston Partnership, World Trade Organization, United 
Way, Alley Theater, Rice University, and so on.  
 He was elected Chairman of the Mayor of Houston's Advisory Committee on Asian Affairs and 
received numerous awards from the Asian community, including the 2005 Community Service Heritage 
Award from the Asia Pacific American Heritage Association and the Asian American Leadership Award 
from the Asian Association. In recognition of these achievements, he was awarded the Order of the 
Rising Sun*** by the Government of Japan in the spring of 2013.  
 In addition, as a member of the Japanese American Citizens' League (JACL) Houston Chapter, he 
played a role in getting the Texas Board of Education to revise the description of Japanese 
Americans**** in schools’ history curriculum. 
 
 

*** Order of the Rising Sun: Established in 1875 by Emperor Meiji. Foreigners have been eligible for this award 
since 1981.  
**** Description of Japanese Americans: 1) Executive Order 9066 made by President Roosevelt to intern Japanese 
Americans during World War II, and 2) the rescue of Texas’ 36th Infantry Division from behind enemy lines by the 
442nd Regimental Combat Team, a unit comprised mostly of Japanese Americans. 
 

 
 Mr. Gondo showed up to the interview wearing a mask of the same style with different colors as 
his wife. "Because I'm old and it’s dangerous if I become infected with coronavirus, my son hasn’t been 
letting me go to the office since March. That’s why I've been playing golf every day," he said smiling with 
a tanned face.  
 His business success seems like a great example of the American Dream comes true, but behind 
that is the network that Mr. Gondo has built over the years. When I asked about the secret to success, 
he said, "If you succeed, give back. I first started to create a network for my business to make it better, 
but as it expanded, I connected with not only business people but also non-profit organizations and 
other types of people. As I contribute to society, the people who will lift up my business to new heights 
increases as well. And if I make money again, I can help other people more.... Instead of ‘doing business 
OR helping others,’ it’s ‘doing business AND helping others,’ " he said in the end with a wink.  
 When you are in trouble, get help, but when you can help others, do not hesitate to lend a 
helping hand. Distinctions shouldn’t be made based on race or ethnicity, but based on those who are in 
need and those who are not. Mr. Gondo’s philosophy will doubtless be integral for a post-COVID world. 
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