


A newspaper headline touting ‘Kindergarten for Little Foreigners’ might raise 
eyebrows in today’s Tacoma. But in 1913 when the story appeared, Tacoma’s Hilltop 
neighborhood was home to a bona fide settlement house in the heart of what was then 
known as Little Italy. It offered Tacoma’s first kindergarten, cooking classes for moth-
ers and girls, and a second floor club room where older boys were led in parliamentary 
drill.  Renamed the Tacoma Community House in 1923 it combined forces with 28 
other social service agencies to form the Community Chest, now the United Way of 
Pierce County, the following year.

In initiating these programs Tacoma Community House resembled Jane Addam’s 
Hull-House in Chicago. Here, as there, the invitation to all to join in settlement house 
meetings, classes and entertainments was key. But unlike the secular Hull-House 
movement in Chicago, the faith community shaped the movement here: Sunday 
School, Bible study and ‘religious conversations’ being as fundamental to the program 
as sick calls, home visits, piano, pattern drafting, language and citizenship classes. 

Originating in 1907 when the Home Missionary Board of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church* appointed a committee to organize missionary work in Tacoma, it would 
be 1910 before ‘the work’ officially got underway. The first deaconesses served when 
the settlement house was so popular that each larger space soon proved too small, and 
Russian, German, Filipino and Scandinavian families along with Italians were calling 
the Hilltop home. In those days working men hopped the S. 13th  Street cable car to 
lumber mill, waterfront and slaughter house jobs. The womenfolk kept backyard gar-
dens making daily trips on foot to shop the row of K Street** markets stretching from 
S. 11th to 23rd Street. 

By 1954 when Miss Eunice Allen commenced her dozen years of deaconess service 
the Hilltop was home to as many as 23 nationalities and its first African-American 
families. By then the cable car was long gone and most of the many specialty markets 
of K Street gone, too. But the tall plain sentinel of the Hilltop remained the social 
center it had always been even as it approached its golden jubilee in 1960. If worn with 
care, it signified in the ways it always had: in its open door, innovation and dedicated 
deaconess service.

Between 1910 and 1966 ten deaconesses served as directors and assistant directors of 
the Tacoma Community House, all graduates of a demanding two-year training cur-
riculum with requirements in English Bible, Evidences of Christianity and Doctrines, 
History of the Christian Church, Nurse Training and Elementary Medicine, House-

to-House Visiting, Domestic and Industrial Economy and Methods of Christian 
Work. Compensated with a tiny monthly allowance, they followed in the footsteps of 
trailblazing Methodist women whose ideal stayed them through long battle within the 
faith to secure the deaconess office.

The transitional figure at the TCH helm was a young African-American social worker, 
a youth participant herself in the settlement house program in her home state of Ten-
nessee. A program director under Miss Allen, Mrs. Willie Mae Drummond (Billie 
Johnstone) took over the top job in the politically charged 1960s and directed her 
outreach through skillful public speaking and a city-wide poverty program survey. 
Happily for the Community House, her successor would stay on the job for 27 years 
becoming the quiet architect of a new service plan largely in place to this day.

But the Rev. Bob Yamashita’s first order of business would be cooling the political hot 
potato handed him. With minority feelings running high, his 1968 version of the 
‘open door’ meant finding a way to tone down Harambee*** rhetoric ringing not just 
from Hilltop streets but from overflowing TCH meeting rooms. Through it all he 
would steadfastly affirm Harambee use of TCH space. Later mutual assistance associa-
tions would be similarly affirmed as they went about developing leadership in their 
ranks. As would other organizations such as Associated ministries and Central Latino. 

At the end of the day, however, the longest of the enduring shadows cast over the 
struggling community house involved funding. The changeover from united ap-
peal fundraising to the block grant hustle was a daunting one, and TCH, as an elder 
mission-bound agency, often proved no match for the more nimble new generation 
of service delivery creations coming on the scene. Moreover, the organizational spawn 
of the UMC’s Board of Missions at times further complicated Tacoma Community 
House funding.

Thus embattled, in April 1973 the Yamashita team initiated a major course correc-
tion concentrating TCH resources on the Asian American community. By September 
the board would approve action on contracts with the Metropolitan Development 
Council, and the UMC Commission on Religion and Race allotted additional monies 
beyond the usual disbursements. Mrs. Murden Woods from the regional staff of the 
Women’s Division wrote a favorable report, saying she saw TCH as a bridge between 
Asia and the U.S., helping the church to understand emerging changes. By 1975 TCH 
assists would include resettling refugees from Viet Nam.
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