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The Kubota Garden celebrates its 89th year in 2016. 
The garden is unique in combining traditional Japanese 
design concepts with considerable influences from 
America and Europe.

The Kubota family developed and maintained the garden for 60 years as a 
nursery for their gardening business, a demonstration garden for potential 
clients, and I'm sure, for the pleasure of having a beautiful garden to enjoy. 
There were numerous trials throughout the years: the financial depression 
of the Thirties, the internment of coastal Japanese during World War II, and 
residential development proposals for the 20-acre urban site.

The Kubota family’s long term hope was to insure that the garden 
remained a garden and in 1987 that was accomplished when the 
Seattle Department of Parks and Recreation took ownership and began 
development and maintenance of Kubota Garden as a public space.

A constant problem rising from public ownership is inconsistent funding 
due to yearly budget allocations. Depending upon the budget our staff 
has ranged from three-and-a-half to two gardeners. Twenty acres is a lot 
to maintain and a large amount of new development has occurred in the 
last 28 years. How can one gardener take care of seven to ten acres? We 
do make numerous and difficult choices as to what gets done and what 
is delayed. We have also enlisted volunteer help and this has made a huge 
difference for us.

LEFT:  The stone arrangement at the entry 
to Kubota Garden was completed in a 
hands-on workshop during the Fourth 
International Japanese Garden Symposium 
in 2004. 
CENTER: One of the dry gardens at the 
Mallot Japanese Garden in Chicago raked 
by volunteers. 
RIGHT: Kubota Garden information board, 
animal waste bags, informational brochures, 
and donation container. This is one location 
at which volunteer participation is invited.   
Recruitment of volunteers is done through 
the Kubota Garden Foundation Facebook 
page, notices on the informational board 
at the entry, and word of mouth.
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We have some 20 acres of woodland adjacent to 
the garden. A city program, run through the Parks 
Department, removes invasive plants and replants. In 
the first six months of 2015 volunteers contributed 
some 923 hours in the Greenbelts, enhancing garden 
views and protecting water sources.

To maintain the garden itself, we tried several 
models and have had great success with our current 
arrangement. At first we had monthly work parties 
on Saturday under the assumption that people were 
working and not available during the week. These 
Saturday work parties attracted fewer and fewer 
helpers over the years. We replaced that program 
with a weekly two-hour program every Tuesday. We 
begin with a short coffee visit before going out into 
the garden to work. This has attracted a wide range of 
gardeners from retirees to students. Some of our folks 
even end up staying for the rest of the work day! With 
regular helpers we are able to train them to move 
beyond weeding to more complex and rewarding 
tasks. During the first six months of 2015, 1,255 
volunteer hours were logged. The hours in the garden 
represent 272 from corporate help, children's groups 
128, and regular Tuesday volunteers 855. 

Recruitment has come from the Kubota Garden 
Foundation's Facebook page, a notice at the 
garden’s informational kiosk, and by word of 
mouth. Another program is recruited through 
the City and Park websites and attracts company 
groups, usually from tech firms wanting to offer 
their employees a chance to get out into the 
community. These groups usually do mundane 
tasks such as the removal of invasive plants and 
large scale weeding projects.

In addition to the maintenance help that these 
programs offer us, they are great contact and public 
outreach programs. Everyone seems to be having 
fun, including the staff!


