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In 1915, San Francisco philanthropists Oliver (1877-1918) and Isabel Stine 
(1880-1959) purchased land to establish a mountainside retreat for their family, 
international dignitaries, and friends of the arts. That same year, Mrs. Stine visited 
the Japan Pavilion at the San Francisco Panama Pacific International Exposition. The 
fair celebrated the opening of the Panama Canal and commemorated the 400th 
anniversary of Balboa’s “discovery” of the Pacific Ocean.

The following year Mrs. Stine sailed to Japan, where she visited various historic 
gardens. Records show that Mrs. Stine stayed at the Fujiya Hotel, located in the 
town of Hakone. The garden behind the hotel sits on a hillside with waterfalls, a 
moon bridge, and upper building arranged in a similar manner to what Mrs. Stine 
would have built at her Hakone. 

Upon her return to America, Mrs. Stine began work on a Japanese-style 
country estate and gardens in Saratoga on an eighteen-acre hillside. In 1917 she 
retained architect Tsunematsu Shintani (1877-1921) to design the upper Moon-
Viewing House and garden builder Naoharu Aihara (1870-1940) to design the 
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HAKONE
“Although Hakone (in Saratoga, California) is the physical expression of one 
American woman’s fantasies of Japan, it signals the broad fascination for Japanese 
gardens by women in North America. Different from other residential Japanese 
gardens, Hakone is not a garden attached to a country home. Rather it was created 
by Isabel Longdon Stine as a sanctuary integrating dwellings and gardens.” 1

1. Brown, Quiet Beauty, 41.
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Close-up view of the smaller 
of the two waterfalls in 
Hakone near the upper 

Moon Viewing house Photos 
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surrounding gardens. In 1922 she commissioned 
the construction of a lower house which employed 
a system of passive solar heating and where, a half-
century later, a dry landscape garden (karesansui) 
was created. 

In 1932, as a result of the Great Depression, Mrs. 
Stine sold Hakone to prominent East Bay financier 
Major Charles L. Tilden (1857-1950). He hired James 
Sasaki to expand the gardens and commissioned the 
building of the main gate by Japanese carpenters who 
constructed San Jose’s Buddhist Temple. Tilden’s sister 
inherited Hakone and in 1959 her son Michael put 
the property up for sale. In 1961 six couples formed 
a partnership to purchase Hakone. The partnership 
restored Hakone while using it as a private retreat. 
In 1966, the partners offered Hakone to the City of 
Saratoga and hired the Kyoto-trained gardener named 
Tanso Ishihara (?-1980) to begin restoring the gardens.

In 1987, Kiyoshi Yasui (1925-2010), 14th generation 
architect to the imperial family, oversaw the 
construction of the Cultural Exchange Center 
– opened in 1991 – a close adaptation of a 19th 
century Kyoto tea-merchants shop and home, 
which includes a museum of tea artifacts. In 1984 a 
municipal commission, organized to manage Hakone, 
obtained IRS tax exempt status although the budget 
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was overseen by the Saratoga City Council. At the 
turn of the 21st century Hakone’s future was again 
threatened by the enormous cost of maintaining 
18-acres of historic gardens and buildings—many of 
which were in desperate need of restoration. 

In 2000, the independent Hakone Foundation was 
launched to preserve and enhance Hakone for the 
enrichment of the public, to promote a deeper 
understanding of Japanese and Asian cultures, and to 
serve as an international forum for art, music, culture, 
and exchange of ideas. Since then, nearly $3 million in 
historic restoration has been completed. In addition, 
a series of international events were initiated by 
Morihiro Hosokawa (1938 - ), Japan’s 79th Prime 
Minister, and several Japanese ambassadors have 
used Hakone to commemorate important events in 
diplomatic relations between Japan and the U.S. Joint 
cultural events have been hosted with the Smithsonian 
Institution, Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, and 
Stanford University. Hakone also served as one of 
the locations for the movie Memoirs of a Geisha. In 
2004, Hakone was one of only twelve historic sites 
to receive the prestigious “Save America’s Treasures” 
designation.

Currently, celebration of Hakone’s centennial is being 
planned jointly with the Japanese Consul General in 
San Francisco, and the Japan Foundation. 

Collaboration includes the Saratoga Historical Society, 
Japan Chamber of Commerce of Northern California, 

the Urasenke Foundation, the Saratoga Chamber 
of Commerce, the City of Saratoga, and Centennial 
celebrations for the Pan Pacific Centennial 
Exhibitions now being planned in San Francisco. 

Hakone is also planning on weekends throughout 
the year where couples, who have been married at 
Hakone, will be able to schedule a renewal of their 
vows throughout the gardens. 

Hakone is one of the historic crown jewels of 
Silicon Valley with a rich history of cultural events 
and celebrations throughout the past century. The 
garden foundation plans to showcase the estate 
and gardens by featuring many of the Japanese and 
other international communities who have held 
cultural celebrations at Hakone. Hakone has been 
the site of Japanese Festivals, Chinese Lunar New 
Year celebrations, Persian Nowruz spring festivals, 
and South Asian Diwalis.

Because of the year-long centennial celebrations, 
the economic impact for the downtown merchant 
community and the wide array of historical societies 
who are being invited to participate will help boost 
community involvement and reestablish ties with 
many of diverse ethnic communities who reside in 
Silicon Valley.

HAKONE www.hakone.com
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