Activity 6: Voices of Exile

Rich Takahara: A Personal History

Name Date: Period/Block:

Richard Takahara was born in Chemainus, Vancouver Island, in 1941, the son of a sawmill worker. Richard’s
experiences of the War an exile may be unique from the other case studies explored here, given his young age.
His family was interned, and his sister was born in New Denver. In August 1946, the family boarded the second
General Meigs ship to Japan. The family initially moved to his paternal grandfather’s farm. His father then
found work with the Occupation, and the family settled in Fukuoka.

Richard recalls being bullied through school in Japan, for a variety of reasons. While his peers had shaved
heads, he wore his hair long. His clothes from his Canadian grandparents were different than what the boys in
Japan wore. He didn’t speak the language as well as his peers. He had pencils with erasers, which were
desirable items that were quickly stolen.

Richard’s father then died in a work accident, and his mother took a position at a school library to support
the family. When Richard turned fourteen, the family returned to Canada, where his grandparents still
resided. While there was family to welcome him to New Denver, his challenges in the education system only
continued.

Having his English lessons disrupted and replaced with Japanese, only to return back to English, was
challenging. Richard was placed into primary grades, despite his slightly older age. There were no ELL classes
or special services offered for newcomers. Richard’s younger sister graduated just a year after her same-age
peers, in part because her young age allowed her to adapt to the new language easier. It took Richard more
time to graduate. Through the support of one of his teachers, Richard was able to graduate high school justa
couple years older than his peers. He was determined to improve his English, working as a houseboy and
making friends with others who spoke English. He went to university, and worked with the Calgary Ministry
of Transport. This opened doors to work in Ottawa, and contribute to many air traffic control projects.

Richard’s story is one of perseverance and overcoming obstacles, despite language barriers both in Japan
and back in Canada.
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