The Kozuki Family: The First Japanese
Canadian Family in the BC Cariboo Chilcotin

Interview with Ed Kozuki (Uncle Ed)

Sunday, October 8, 2023

Interviewer: Tawnya Kozuki (Niece)

The purpose of this interview is to hear a firsthand account of Ed Kozuki’s experiences, thoughts, feelings, and
recollections of what he recalls from the time he was young and was forcibly removed, along with his parents and
siblings, as were thousands of other Japanese Canadian citizens, from Vancouver during World War 11.

As a teacher of Japanese Canadian descent, and a “sansei” in the Kozuki family, I have long known about my
grandparents and great uncle’s experiences during that dark time, but I didn’t have a deep understanding of the way it
affected my family members (including my dad). This research is twofold - to uncover the thoughts and feelings that
my elders had when they went through this terrible period of their lives, but also to use our family’s story to try and
educate our Canadian youth and teachers so they can understand how injustice based on racial differences should
never ever happen again in our country.

Interview Questions:

1.  When and where were you born?

I was born in Vancouver, BCin 1937.

2. Grandpa (Tokuhide) and Grandma (Masako) and Uncle Harry (Tetsuo) made English names for themselves —
Fred, Lily and Harry, respectively. In your opinion, how did adopting English names affect the way they were
perceived or accepted, given the times?

I think it was simply easier for other people to say a short English name than it
was to try and say a name like “Tokuhide” for example. Many people from other
countries shortened their first or last names when they came to North America
so that it was easier for others.

Whenever I asked my dad (Roy Kozuki) why he didn’t understand or speak Japanese, he said that Grandma
and Grandpa only spoke Japanese in hushed conversation and didn’t want the children to learn Japanese
because it would have made things harder for them. Do you agree? How would other children or adults have
treated you if you did speak Japanese during that time? Did you feel any regret not learning Japanese as a
child?

Speaking English made sense because of where we lived and being Canadian.
There was no need to learn Japanese when we were in a small town with no other
Japanese families around.
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4. What do you remember from your childhood during the war or the turmoil that took place?

Since I was so young (2 years old in 1939, so 5 years old in 1942), I don’t really
recall a great deal about what was going on in terms of the war, etc.

From December 1942, when Japan bombed Pearl Harbour, to March 1942, the Canadian government declared
that all 22,000 people of Japanese descent were immediately “enemy aliens” and were forcibly removed from
their homes, their fishing boats, businesses etc. Grandpa said “Our family won’t be broken up, and my children
won't be raised in any internment camp either” How important was this decision of his and how did his
friendship with George Luscombe change the future for the Kozuki family? Was this a huge risk for Mr.
Luscombe? Was this a huge risk for the Kozuki family?

Mr. Luscombe was a very kind, generous friend to our family. His loyalty and
sacrifice to help us during such a difficult and terrifying time was heroic because
he did everything he could to find a suitable home to rent and since he had his
own auto shop, he offered to help out in any way he could (with equipment, etc.)
Charlie Moon was also very kind — he owned the farm and was willing to rent
the land and farmhouse to our family despite what others might think of renting
to a Japanese Canadian family.

It was obviously a very risky decision to ask for permission to travel to a small
town in the northern part of BC where there may not be any other Japanese
Canadian families, where they signed a document swearing that they would
never ask for government assistance, etc. They assumed that they may face some
social challenges by the community members, given the fact that Japan was the
enemy. You have to remember that there were many people who had sons or
fathers fighting in the war overseas against Japan, so you can see how they may
carry hostility if they were confronted with a Japanese family living in their
community. Canada was at war and news reports heightened the fear of
imminent attack by the Japanese — especially up and down the BC coast.

Grandma Kozuki was quite concerned about what life would be like in Williams
Lake because she was a “city girl” — used to living in Vancouver and having all of
the luxuries of the city around her. Not only that, but she had 3 small children to
take care of and feed, so that made her worry that much more.

6. Grandma’s family (the Yasudas and Adachis) were sent to the internment camp at Bay Farm, near Slocan, BC.
Did your parents talk about what the conditions were like there? Was your mom able to visit her family in the
internment camp?

I recall that my mom lost 2 sisters to tuberculosis (T.B.) after her family was sent
to Bay Farm, near Slocan. One of the sisters was sent to a sanitorium (long-term
care hospital) in Slocan. I think T.B. was a common thing in those internment
camps because people were living in cramped quarters and so the disease would
spread quickly. She was allowed to go visit her family once after her father
suffered a heart attack and she was shocked at how horrible the conditions were.
After the war, her parents were exiled to Japan.
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In December 1942, the federal government made its detrimental decision in ordering all Japanese Canadians to
either go “back to Japan” (even if they were 100% Canadian and had never even set foot in Japan) and forever
give up their Canadian citizenship or go “east of the Rockies” However, with fearless determination, your
parents and Uncle Harry hurried to secure permission to retrieve their 1936 Dodge truck and they quickly had
to decide on what necessities they would bring with them north and were restricted to 150 pounds per adult
and 75 pounds per child. How did they know what to take with them, especially since they had never been to
Williams Lake and didn’t know what to expect?

They really didn’t know what to expect — that is correct. But George Luscombe
was able to prepare them for the very cold climate and let them know that they
should bring farming tools and some household furnishings since the farmhouse
hadn’t been occupied for a few years. They packed bedding, canned foods and a
sack of rice so they would be able eat until they got settled in.

Mr Luscombe was there to greet you in Williams Lake. He helped set the family up with everything you
needed — including rat traps! The well ran dry but he helped get 45 gallon drums and arranged to haul water
from his mechanic shop for the next 2 years. That must have truly been amazing to have such a good friend
looking out for the family. Did you fear how people would treat you once they realized you were Japanese?

There were far more kind people than unkind people who did see that we were
struggling and needed someone to help us. They may have done it quietly, but
our family will never forget them. People like Mr. Luscombe, the Moon, Buckley,
Fry, Goodrich, and the Mackenzie families were incredible in terms of the ways
that they helped us and made our lives easier. Had it not been for them, it would
have been so much more difficult to live there.
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