
At 18 years ofage, Yon Shimizu was
one of the youngest men to work on
the Ontariofarm camps during WWII.

AnEssex County connection to the wartime experience ofJapanese-Canadians
ByArtRhyno

 

 
 

on Shimizu smiles when asked about a photo of a young manpeering out
over rows of sugar beets. He remembersthe feeling he was trying to con-
vey when the photograph was taken on a hot day in 1942. “You would
look at an endless field and you would wonderif the work would ever
end.” :

The journeyto the farm fields of Ontario, for Shimizu and for several hundred —
other young Japanese-
Canadian men, would
begin on February 24,
1942 when the govern-
ment ofWilliam Lyon
Mackenzie King approved
measure to evacuate

persons ofJapaneseances-
try from thecoastal areas

_ of British Columbia.
Pressure had been build-
ing for this action against
the Japanese community
in B.C. since the bomb- —
ing of Pearl Harbour on
December7, 1941.
There had beena histo-
ry of discrimination
against immigrants from
many communities up
to that point in Canada,

_ but the Japanese were
viewed with heightened
suspicion. Wartime por-
trayals of the Japanese
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_ crop,would determine the flow of Nisei towards SouthwesternOntario where sugar_

After the bombingofPearl | ee a

harvest than most otherresidentsof SouthwesternOntario.M
_towncouncils in Chatham and Essexo ~

_ wasfartoo pressing for any extensiy

ultipliedforJapanese-

often evoked imagesof sinister combatants with unsavoury tendencies, which would
feed a fear that the Japanese-Canadian community mightbea source of anti-war
activity.

As a result of Mackenzie Kings’s War Measures Act, Shimizu and an older
brother boardeda train on May 11, 1942,traveling with a group ofyoung men from
B.C. to Schreiber, a small community in northern Ontario. The family was already
acquainted with hard times. Shimizu’s father had died in 1941after struggling to
operate the family’s rice goods and specialty food business. One of Shimizu’s brothers
had shifted the family business into a trucking distribution operation but the van for
the new venture was confiscated when the governmenttookpossession ofJapanese-
Canadianproperty. “Going to Ontario seemedlike a good ideaat the time,” remem-
bers Shimizu. “There were no opportunities left on the West Coast for young *
Japanese men,” His mother and youngersiblingsstayed behind in an internment
campin the B.C.interior.

From British Colunbia to Ontario So
There wasstill snow on the ground when Shimizuarrived in Schreiber, a loca~_

tion purposely selected as remote enough to keep second-generation Japanese _
Canadians away from “Nationals”, who it was felt might unduly influence their opin-
ionagainst the war effort. The Japanese term for the secondgeneration of a family is
Nisei (pronounced nee-say), and Schreiber was to be the dispersion point for Nisei in
Ontario. The physical labour ofyoung men wasalso needed for the construction
through the area of the Trans-Canada highway.

With an acute shortage of farm labour in 1942, Mackenzie King’s government
granted Ontario $100,000 to assist in recruiting and placing farmer labourers. This
effort led to an arrangement where Nisei males between 18 and 25 years of age were
offered the prevailing rate of 25 cents an hour. Living costs were to be deducted from
their earnings, and the placement was to be for the duration of the war. All levels of
government wereparticularly interested in supporting the sugar beet harvestthat
supplied badly needed sugar for the war effort. The sugar beet, a labour-intensive =

beet operations were concentrated. _ oe

Farmerswere generally far moreeager to encourage Nisei.  
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place. Nevertheless, the __
Director of the Ontario Farm
Services Force (OFSF),
Angus McLaren, made some
efforts to address the con-
cerns ofthe selected areas,
_appearing in front of Essex
own council on May7,
1942.

The OFSF would have
been well known to town
council. The organization
had beencreated in 1941
to supply farmers with vol-
unteers, and it had bythat

- point registered about
26,000 individuals, mostly women, young adults and chil-

dren. The OFSF appealedto patriotism and, according to The Essex Free Press
account of the meeting, Mr. McLaren emphasized that the Nisei were “good, law-
abiding citizens and real workers.” He told council that the “farmers need the help ~
and the country and Empire need the food products.”

Wartime sentiments wouldturn out to be a double-edged swordfor the camp
that was established at North Ridge, at the point where the Cameron Sideroad now
meets Highway 3. The June-12, 1942 edition of The Essex Free Press described the
arrival of the first 20 Nisei labourers, along with a report from Gosfield North
Council,which passed a motion protesting the Japanese presence. A constable from

__the RCMPwasassigned to the camp, and two Great Warveterans from Gosfield
~ North were given the task ofassisting with security. By September, a petition had
been circulated by the Essex branch of the Canadian Legion objecting to the camp
and it was presented to Essex Town Councilat a special session, where it was
approved andsent on to the

_ Commissioner of the RCMPandthe
P- OFSF. 3

The objections were unsuccessful,
_ and Essex would become one ofthe loca-
tions where many of the Nisei experi-
enced farming and small-town Ontario
for the first time. Mary Taylor of
Gosfield North saw the new arrivals

_ through youngeyes. “I rememberdriv-
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cers are vying
with one another
to secure our
help.”

“We were
greeted with some
suspicion and
antipathy upon
ourarrival,” the
writer acknowl-
edged. “It was not
long before this
attitude was cor-
rected andall the
boys are now work-
ing in good health
and goodspirits.”

Yon Shimizu
echoes this account with his
own experience. Shimizu and
his brother were placed in a
camp in Glencoe and found
that “there were never any prob-
lems after people got to know
us.” In fact, Essex would be the
scene of the only confrontation
involving the Nisei, a confusing
incident wherea sailor in uni-
form started an argumentwith a
group ofJapanese-Canadiansin
a local restaurant. The sailor and

his friend accused
the men of not
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paying for a game of pool a few _
nights before. The men,in fact, were not the
ones whohadplayed pool on the eveningin
uestion, but somehow a report wascirculated

around town that a man “in uniform” had been’
abused by the camp workersafter the sailor and
his friendleft the scene. oo

   

 

       
   

 

    

  

ing bythe large houseas a young girl of
_ 11, and beingafraid becauseofall the
stories andfear in the area during the
war,”

Dr. Stephanie Bangarth,a histori-
an whohasresearched and written
extensively on the treatment of
Japanese-Canadians during WWII,
describes how attitudes began to ~
change as small town Ontariostart-
ed to learn more aboutthe Nisei.
“Many people were surprised that
the workers spoke English, were
polite, andwere typically well edu-

waned, the says. = 3
_ Church groups and farmers _

were supportive of the newly
arrived labour. Although the Nisei

_ hadbeenrarelyexposedto field-
__work in the past, the farmers were
impressedbytheir work ethic.
Writingin TheNew Canadian,

_ the onlyJapanese-Canadian
_ newspaper. allowedtopublishat—

__ thetime,oneofthe Essex work-
ers describedhow “the ability

_ and efficiency of the 41boys
stationed at this Ontario farm
service force camp has been
tested andrecognized to such _
an extent that many private
farmers andagriculturalcon-
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A large crowd gatheredin front of the
restaurant and three provincial constables and_
even mounties werecalled in to assist the local -
olice. The law enforcementofficials were ableto

find thesailor whotold the assembled group that   
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fare crowddispersedwhenthe presidentofthe Legi
‘of 1944 romisedto call aspecial meetingto investigate
a. incident. The meeting washeldthe next night an

the RCMPrepresentative promisedto station a
officer in town onany evenings whenthe Nisei
would be present. The numberofNisei allowed i
town at any one time wasto belimited, andthey
were nottobe allowed intown at all onSaturd

hand to
the

~POf 1944 pees

    

  

  

  

   

   
    

 

Produc-
FS, so
u

  

   

      
        _teamwas badlytrounce

othe Nisei teamby sco

   
 _ WINTER2010EDITION 



 

To LearnMore   | The Exiles: an archivalhistory of the World
| WarIl Japanese road campsin British
Columbia and Ontario / [compiled] by Yon

Shimizu. Wallaceburg, Ont. : Shimizu
Consulting and Pub., c1993.

     
Yon Shimizu recalls

an epic baseball game
in Glencoe near the
end ofhis stay on

_ the camp,but he
wasntas fortunate
as his counter-
parts in Essex

_ County. “Our
star pitcher lost
the power of
his good arm,

and wewere notable to
win.” Shimizu would be reunited

with his family in Toronto in 1943 and continue his routine
of working long hours in order to support his education in
‘chemical engineering at the University ofToronto.

Upon graduating in 1948, Shimizu found thatdiscrimi-
nation wasstill part of being a Japanese-Canadian. He was
eventually able to find work in Wallaceburg, where he con-
tinues to reside. In addition to -working as a chemical engi-
neer and business executive, Shimizu earned a Masters of
Business Administration at the University ofWindsor by
attending nightclasses. He also received Citizen of the Year
awards from both the Wallaceburg and District Chamber
of Commerce and the Wallaceburg Junior Chamber of
Commerce duringhis longcareer. “It took about 10 years

_ for the discrimination to fade away, but I am notbitter,” he
says.
Shimizu wrote a book entitled The Exiles in 1993. It

_ includes stories from the Nisei wholeft British Columbia during the
war years and found themselves on trains headingeast. The book documents the per-
severance of many of the Nisei who eventually found success throughout Canada.
Shimizu wasalso instrumental in getting an historical plaque installed at Schreiber.
The plaque describes how several hundred young men cametoarrive there in 1942
and were the beginnings ofa substantial Japanese-Canadian community in Ontario.

On September 22, 1988, Prime Minister Brian Mulroney announced a Redress
Settlement negotiated between the National Association ofJapanese Canadians and
the federal government. Thesettlement acknowledgedinjustices against Japanese-
Canadians during and after WorldWar II. It provideda payment of $21,000toall
Japanese-Canadiansaffected by the provisions of the War Measures Act and cleared
the criminal recordsofall those charged with offenses stemming from violations of
the Act. It also reinstated the citizenship of those who wereexiled to Japan.

The experience of the Nisei who were sent to Southwestern Ontario is one of
both misconceptions and understanding in a time of war. “You can lookat the history
as a dark period, but also as a time when people who didn't know muchabout each
other found common ground,” says Dr. Bangarth. :

Today, the site of the Essex farm camp is covered by a highway, with no evidence
that it was once a busy farming outpostin a national war effort and the temporary
living quarters of a disenfranchised community, a community that would have long,

| ——but ultimately successful journey towards re-establishing their home in
} Canada.

  

  
  
  

 

Bangarth, Stephanie. "The Long, Wet Summer
of 1942: The Ontario Farm Service Force,

Small-Town Ontario and the Nisei.” Canadian

Ethnic Studies 37, no. 1 (2005): 40-62.

Available through Knowledge Ontario at
http://www.accessmylibrary.com/article-1G1-
137919909/long-wet-summer-1942.html.

Voicesraised in protest : defending citizens of
Japanese ancestry in North America, 1942-49 /

Stephanie Bangarth. Vancouver: UBCPress,
c2008.
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