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Brighton’s roots as a farming community wouldn’t be the same without Bob Sakata.
“The reward (of farming) is that you’re working with Mother Nature and working with God everyday, You see his challenges and his rewards and you really appreciate that you don’t control your life,” Sakata said. 

“Faith in the Almighty” and a respect for the elements has sustained Bob Sakata throughout six decades as a farmer in Colorado and through several periods of personal hardship. 
Sakata first came to Brighton, Colo., from Topaz, Utah, in 1943 and graduated from Brighton High School. He started the family-owned and -runned Sakata Farms on 40 acres in 1946.
“Brighton was beautiful, about 1,800 to 2,000 people. It was small and the people were so nice, so friendly. You didn’t have to lock your doors. You knew everyone in town,” Sakata said.

Born on the West Coast, Sakata and his family lived in California prior to World War II and the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Then like thousands of other Japanese Americans they were forced to leave their homes and live in internship camps for the remainder of the war. 
Sakata’s family first went to a temporary camp at the Tanforan Racetrack in San Bruno, Calif., and later to the Topaz center. The family traveled to Tanforan by horse trailer. 

“Those were bleak times. … We lost everything,” Sakata said, recalling painful memories.
They came to Colorado to start again.  

“With all the injustice and hardship we went through I look back and look at all of that as a blessing in disguise because it broadened our views to where we were able to see other opportunities,” Sakata added.
 “It created a greater challenge that motivated you to prove that you were worthy to be an American citizen. You don’t take that for granted; you have to prove that everyday and everybody should recognize that. This is a country of opportunities. You can’t expect it to be given to you, but there are all kinds of opportunities if you seek them.”

Living in the camps was just one of hardship Sakata survived. Yet another tragedy befell the Sakata family when he lost his brother Harry to cancer during that same timeframe. Then Sakata himself was badly injured in an explosion on his farm in 1951. He suffered third-degree burns on more than 60 percent of his body, spent a year in the hospital and returned to the farm in a wheelchair. The doctors told him he wouldn’t walk again. Sakata credits his faith for healing him and getting him back on his feet, literally and figuratively. 

Today Sakata Farms, Brighton’s oldest business, is a testament to Sakata’s professional and personal fortitude.

Located at 4th and Bromley, Sakata Farms encompasses approximately 3,000 acres for growing and packaging facilities, and spreads out approximately 30 miles along the Platte River. 
Sakata has been an innovator and leader in the produce industry in Colorado and the United States. The farm’s produce, which includes its gourmet sweet corn, cabbage and onion varieties, is sold across the U.S. and in all major grocery chains.

Sakata Farms, for example, introduced the hydrocooling of sweet corn to the industry 30 years ago. Sakata Farms also introduced the commercial growing and processing of broccoli and built the first liquid ice processing plant in Colorado.

All the vegetables grown on the farm are processed and packed in a centralized plant that is equipped with a state-of-state-art cooling system. Sakata Farms’ “gourmet extra sweet corn” comes pre-packaged, husked, overwrapped in a tray and ready for cooking. Onions are hand-harvested and stored in a computer-controlled atmosphere to ensure quality throughout the season.
“It takes courage to be a farmer. I’m not sure society really appreciates what it takes,” Sakata admitted.
“Imagine investing your entire paycheck in something and you don’t know whether you’re getting to get something out of it or not with all the elements. And that’s one of the reasons why I’ve heard the saying, ‘Farmers are really born farmers’, not taught or educated or trained. It’s a gift that is blessed by the almighty and if it weren’t for the gift I’d don’t know if anyone would keep farming.”

When Sakata first started the farm he and Joanna, his wife, often worked around the clock, year after year. Sakata Farms is still family-runned, Sakata said, with their son Robert T. Sakata, as vice president in charge of research, development and strategic planning. Robert handles day-to-day operations and Joanna is the comptroller. 
Although Bob Sakata said he is no longer as involved, he still troubleshoots on water and labor issues. Those alone, however, are a full-time job.
Sakata, for example, is no stranger to the fact you can’t stop growth. A case and point: ironically a Wal-Mart Supercenter flanks the farm to the west. 

Sakata said he’s not opposed to growth but does feel that communities and their leaders need to plan better and make sure they have the infrastructure in place and the water is available before permits are issued and building takes place.

The Orange County of his youth, Sakata said, for example, “was really a salad bowl, beautiful, with trees, strawberries, vegetables. It was one of the most productive areas. Right now it is full of houses and that’s where Disneyland is.” 

Colorado could head in the same direction, Sakata said. In the next 20 years we could see an entirely different landscape from Brighton to the Wyoming border if we don’t plan for growth wisely, he said.
Farming and agriculture continues to be a difficult business in which to succeed, he admitted.  Sakata said he also understands why many farmers have had to sell their land to make ends meet. Finding cost-effective labor each season is a problem and the Sakatas have been involved in trying to a legal migrant worker program started. Water restrictions and rights continue to plague farmers across the U.S., especially as communities grow and new subdivisions are built, and Colorado is no exception.

“If the continued restriction of water and with Congress not having the wisdom to pass a law that would allow temporary workers to come in from foreign countries, if it doesn’t become a reality, I don’t see the future of vegetable growing  being too promising,” Sakata said.

“Society should start paying more attention to where their food is coming from or it’s going to be just like our energy -- all imported.”

Sakata also has been very involved in the Platte Valley Medical Center, with fundraising for both the old and new hospital, and was the first vice president of the old hospital. That work also was influenced by his brother’s untimely death and his own injuries. Sakata didn’t have health insurance during that accident. He had to mortgage his farm and paid off all his medical bills over time. Having the hospital and service nearby is a “valuable community asset.”
“Work toward humanity is the best work in life and you cannot discount your value of helping to enhance the community so it’s a better place to live,” Sakata said.
Among the other honors Sakata’s achieved: he and Joanna were inducted into the Agriculture Hall of Fame in 1999; Bob has been on the Agriculture Service Council at Colorado State University; president of the National Onion Association and was appointed by President Richard Nixon and President Gerald Ford to the Commodity Credit Board of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
The Sakatas also have hosted Japanese visitors and dignitaries, including Princess Hitachi, Crown Prince Naruhito and 1994 Emperor Akihito and Empress Michiko, and are involved in their heritage.

“I think every ethnic group should preserve its culture because there are a lot of good parts. I think that is the reason this country is so great. You have every ethnic group in the whole world here,” Sakata said.

Bob and Joanna, whom he called “probably the greatest blessing of my life,” first met as neighbors working on farms. They have been married since 1956.

They are glad to still be able to call Brighton home, Sakata said. “Our roots are here and I guess I’ll end up my remaining days here.”
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