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Garden of 
Unity and 
Meaningful 
Visitor 
Engagement 
at the 
Japanese 
Friendship 
Garden, San 
Diego

We have all heard the argument: knowing your audience is key to 
increasing visitor attendance, both in admission and in programming. At 
the Japanese Friendship Garden (JFG), we took this classic idea as an 
opportunity to stop and think about what our audience might want to 
learn when visiting the Garden. We found that we couldn’t possibly get 
to know all six million international and local visitors that San Diego’s 
urban cultural park, Balboa Park, receives each year. Instead, we decided 
to focus specifically on Japanese presence in Balboa Park by creating a 
documentary film project and exhibition titled “Garden Of Unity: Balboa 
Park’s Japanese Legacy.”                 

This project, funded generously by Cal Humanities, sought to learn about 
the families and community leaders who were responsible for 100 years 
of Japanese involvement in Balboa Park. The inspirational stories of struggle 
and triumph depict the tumultuous relationship between Americans and 
people of Japanese ancestry from World War II to the blossoming and 
enduring friendship between the Japanese Friendship Garden and its sister 
city, Yokohama. Garden of Unity, the exhibition, premiered in January 2015 
and ran until December 31st in the Exhibit Hall. It contained artifacts such 
as items donated by Yokohama, proclamations by the Mayor of San Diego 
recognizing efforts in making people of Japanese ancestry feel welcome, 
a piece of carved artwork made by a prisoner of a Japanese internment 
camp, and items from the original 1915 Tea House. By having these items 
in the exhibit, on loan from the San Diego History Center, the general 
public could learn about JFG’s history and its community involvement as a 
cultural institution.

Garden of Unity, the documentary, does even more to engage our diverse 
audiences by telling the story of how the Japanese Friendship Garden was 
established in spite of barriers. The documentary was screened daily at the 
Garden beginning early October, and a DVD was available for purchase as 
a way for visitors to take home a special piece of history in Balboa Park. 

In order to find out what our visitors want to learn about the Japanese 
Friendship Garden, we had to first learn more about ourselves and 
preserve our history for a longer-lasting and more meaningful type of 
visitor involvement. Our hope is that by engaging the Japanese American 
community that is personally invested in the JFG, we can continue to 
provide an authentic experience in a Japanese Garden that will be 
sought after by a wide variety of visitors that come to Balboa Park for its 
cultural programs. 

In the older section of the Japanese Friendship Garden of San 
Diego, a nobedan provides a shaded shortcut from the koi pond 
and fujidana (wisteria arbor) to an exhibit hall, restrooms, and 
reception plaza. 
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