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Lead: 

 Currently, Houston has the largest number of Japanese in Texas. Japanese have various residence statuses such as permanent 
and visa residency and live without jeopardizing their right of residence and personal freedoms. However, for us to be able to 
live as we do now, Japanese immigrants had to win hard-fought battles. Now that the BLM movement is raising awareness of 
the issue of racism, we would like to look back on the path that our Japanese ancestors have taken. 

In Gulf Stream Magazine, we will focus on Nikkei people in Houston and introduce their ways of life and thinking. 
With the impact of COVID-19, the world is under pressure to find “new daily lives” and “new values” that are different from 
the past, and the Nikkeis’ stories may serve as guides for a future direction. 

The first story is about Ms. Donna Fujimoto Cole, president of Cole Chemical, who has been a member of the Japan 
Chamber of Commerce in Houston since 2017. 
 
Text: 

Ms. Donna Fujimoto Cole was born in 1952 in Denver, Colorado. Her father George, a second-generation Japanese, helped 
on the family farm in Colorado growing up and served in the 442nd Regimental Combat Group in the US Army in 1942 when 
the war began. For his service, in 2011 he was awarded the "Parliamentary Gold Medal", one of the most prestigious awards in 
the United States. George was injured during the war and met Mary, a second-generation American of Japanese descent, who 
had come to the hospital to cheer up wounded soldiers. They later got married. He returned to Colorado after the war, but was 
invited to Rio Grande Valley (west of McAllen) in Texas to buy land and farm because of his cultivation skills. Donna was 6 
months old then. 
 
● From "Why do you bully me?" to "How can I make them like me?" 
-What kind of childhood did you have? 
"I spent first through fifth grades at an elementary school in Mission (west suburbs of McAllen), but I was the only Japanese out 
of 25 kids in my class. Everyone else was white or Mexican. I was constantly called a ‘Jap’ or they would pull at the corners of 
their eyes when they saw me, so I always hid from them during recess to get away from their bullying. I hated going to school 
especially around November when World War II movies of the surprise Pearl Harbor bombing were shown." 
 
-Why were you so bullied even though it had been almost 15 years since the end of the war? 
"Because Japan was the enemy of America. Some of the kids could have been shown war movies and some of their family 
members may have died fighting against Japan. Even without their parents telling them, the children thought, "The Japanese are 
the enemy." 

However, I didn't think to retaliate when everyone was mean to me. Instead, I wondered, "How can I make friends with 
them?" "How can I make them like me?" So, I asked those people a lot of questions. I tried to get to know them. And if a person 
asked about me, I told them about myself. I thought it would be possible to get along if they understood how I think rather than 
how I look. That's how I made friends and it's still highly effective. " 
 

When Donna was in sixth grade, her family moved to McAllen. There were 6 Japanese families in McAllen and there was a 
Japanese clubhouse in San Benito for all Japanese families to gather at in the Rio Grande Valley. She also attended a Japanese 
language school on Saturdays. 
 
―How was your Japanese language school? 
"I didn’t like it (laughs). I did enjoy the bento, crafts and dancing. I spoke to my parents in English, so I couldn't speak 
Japanese. I hated the idea of having to go to school on my day off. Though, my parents were happy because they could meet 
other Japanese people." 
 
-What else did you do? 
"From the ages of 6 to 12, I was a Girl Scout. The other members were all white, but I didn't get bullied there. We had to work 
together to do a lot of things. I used my imagination to prepare what I needed and to develop new ways for camping and 
volunteering. We took turns playing the role of leader so I learned leadership skills. My creativity was tested in order to do the 
work assigned, too... In retrospect, as a Girl Scout I learned a lot of the life and leadership skills needed to run a company.” 
 
"And then, when I was in the first grade I saw twirlers on TV during half time football. My parents sent me to twirling school 
for lessons and competitions. I was told in 7th grade that I needed to be in the band and play an instrument to be able to try out to 
become a high school twirler. My brother played the clarinet, so I started to learn to play the clarinet and finally passed the 



entrance exam and became a twirler. From that 10 year experience, I learned that if I set a goal and made an effort to achieve it, 
I could overcome obstacles and would eventually accomplish it." 
 
●Marriage, divorce, parenting, and entrepreneurship 

Donna's father, George, only farmed when he first moved to Texas, but eventually he bought pickles, potatoes, carrots, 
etc. from farmers in Texas and Mexico and started a middleman job of selling those produce to processors. Alongside that, he 
continued bowling, his #1 hobby, and finally managed to own a bowling alley in the town of Uvalde. Her mother, Mary, used 
her skills as a cook to work as a nutritionist and cook in charge of school lunches. When school lunches started to be prepared at 
a cooking center, she retired and began to help run the bowling alley. 
 
-What kind of impact did you have on your father's decision to stop farming and to start running a bowling alley? 
"I had just started college when I wanted to help with the bowling alley, so I quit college and started helping out. I was 18 years 
old. I worked as a receptionist, handling money and putting out shoes. My mom was in charge of the snack area. Among other 
things, when a ball got stuck we had to fix it and we also cleaned the bowling alley. It was really hard work. 

Then I married my brother's friend at the age of 19. Because he was white, his family disapproved of me. Especially my 
mother-in-law, who always ridiculed me. When she talked to me, she deliberately spoke slowly. She acted as if I were stupid or 
didn't know English. I went to school to learn to be a computer programmer in Houston and I worked at Lone Star Gas 
Company. My daughter was born when I was 23, but eventually I divorced at the age of 27. " 
 
-Did you start working after that? 
“I started working again when I was 24 years old. I had a job interview with a company called GoldKing Chemical. I had three 
weeks of testing and interviews. I chose this company because it was the company with the most momentum at the time, and the 
turnover rate was 1%. It was a small company and I had to wait 4 hours at the final interview. After the secretary had already 
left the office, the president kept answering the phone by himself and couldn’t make time to interview me. I had been waiting 
for a while, but while the president was on a phone, another phone kept ringing. So, I picked up the other phone calls and took 
messages for him. After that, at the interview, I said, "If you hire me, I can extend your life by 5 years." (laugh) So I was 
successfully hired. At first, I answered the phone, gathered documents, paid bills, and invoiced customers as the secretary, but 
then I also became in charge of purchases, sales, and orders/logistics which I thought was fun. Clients also trusted me and the 
business expanded rapidly." 
 
-How did you start your own company from there? 
“In 1975, a minority program was established and the number of small companies increased. The company I worked for 
expanded its number of business partners and I became in charge of sales and a 26 percent owner. However, I was a woman, so 
when I went to Japanese companies, they didn't talk business with me. So, I borrowed money from a mentor to buy chemicals 
and started a company at the age of 27. 

I was newly divorced and my daughter was 4 years old. I thought to myself that I could not fail here. Fortunately, big 
companies like DuPont, Exxon Mobil, Chevron, and Shell did business with me and my business took off. 

The name of the company should have been "Fujimoto Chemical", but I couldn't speak Japanese and other people 
might have not done business with me, thinking it was a Japanese company. Therefore, I chose "Cole Chemical"." 
 

Donna was named one of Houston's 50 most influential women by Houston Women's Magazine in 2010, and by 2013 
the Houston Business Journal's Top 10 Minority-owned Companies in Houston and Asian-American Who's Who. In 2014, Cole 
Chemical was ranked 131st in the ICIS* chemicals distributors world ranking and received numerous quality awards from the 
Fortune 500** and SBA***. 
* ICIS (Independent Commodity Intelligence Services) is the world's largest provider of petrochemical market information in 
the fields of energy and fertilizer. 
**Fortune 500 is a consolidated annual list published by Fortune Magazine, ranking the 500 largest US companies by total 
revenue for each fiscal year. The list includes publicly traded companies and privately held companies that publish revenue. 
***SBA (U.S. Small Business Administration) is the only cabinet-level federal agency dedicated entirely to and provides 
counseling, capital, and contract expertise for small- and medium-sized businesses. 
 
● A bridge to Japan 
-From the story so far, it seems that your business is not tied to being a Nikkei, but I don't understand the reason for this 
considering your current relationship with Japanese companies and Japan. 
"When I was a kid, being Japanese was something I had to hide, and Japanese was a language that I shouldn't speak. I lived 
thinking that I was an American and wished I didn't look like this. I've thought about it countless times." 
-Why did you get involved with Japan? 
"Well, Mr. Gondo was the direct motivator, but I think it started when my parents moved to Houston. My parents became old so 
I told them to retire from the bowling alley business. My father had it for 37 years. He sold the bowling alley and moved to 



Houston in 2006. I wanted to take my parents places where they could meet Japanese people, so I became a board member of 
the Asia Society and took them to Japan Festival. I got acquainted with Mr. Gondo on the board of directors of the Asia Society. 
Since I was also a board member of the Houston Parks Board in Houston, Mr. Gondo invited me to join the Japan-America 
Society of Houston because of its relationship to Japan Festival." 
 
-So, that’s how you became interested in Japan? 
"I went to Japan for the first time in 2006 as a member of the Japanese American Leadership Delegation (JALD) program (= 
Japanese American Leader Invitation Program). What did I think when I went to Japan? “The people around me are the same as 
me. Even if I slip in here, no one can tell me apart.” I felt that for the first time… But when I spoke, the difference was obvious. 
So, I thought, "Am I Japanese or American?" The places I visited in Japan were charming. After that I started thinking, "I'm 
Japanese AND American."' 

This was the driving force to the realization that I am a Nikkei and my wanting to become a bridge between Japan and the 
United States, so I started participating in various activities. I've been to Japan 6 times since then. " 
 

Donna was awarded the Japan Foreign Minister's Commendation in 2014 for her work in bridging the relationship between 
the United States and Japan. She was subsequently elected to the US-Japan Council and Women's Energy Network Advisory 
Board. She has participated in many other national, regional, and advisory boards and is currently involved in the Asia-Pacific 
America Women's Center, St. Thomas University Advisory Board, Rice University Asian Studies Center, Women's House, and 
Houston Minority Supplier Development. 
 
-You are involved in many different organizations and projects now. Given the current (pandemic) situation, what are your 
thoughts on the future? 
"COVID-19 will change the world. You can't be greedy, and you shouldn’t be. Everyone will start to think about what they 
really need. People often say “a win-win relationship”, but you can’t only consider your own interests first. Instead, try to think 
about how you can benefit others. It may ultimately benefit you, but that's a bonus. 

After WWII, the Nikkei concealed their Japanese ancestry and integrated into American society, and I think they have done 
well. However, when foreigners go to Japan, they have a hard time being accepted because they are not Japanese. The 
movement called BLM (to reaffirm that black people's lives are important) has gained support, but there are probably many 
Japanese people who are married to black people. I think it's important to remember to stand up for others, not just black people. 
I would like to be an example of what it means to have compassion for others, not just because they are Japanese or Black.  

Finally, I want to shift the direction of the company so that we can promote a world where everyone can live happily by 
seriously abiding by the 3Rs to eliminate waste, and overcoming environmental and race issues."  

 
 

Ms. Cole has close friends not only in Texas but also in Japan's political and business circles. She is surrounded by men and 
women of all ages and races. Her nondiscriminatory personality developed because she had been mistreated as a Nikkei. She 
understands the pain and suffering of others and has the kind heart and positive energy to reach out to those in need. We all 
should learn from her. 
 


