
Activity 12: Voices of Exile 
Irene Tsuyuki: Personal History 

Name ____________________________________________________________ Date: ________________________________ Period/Block: _____________ 
 
Irene Tetsuko Tsuyuki (née Kato) was born in 1925 in Vancouver, the only child to a family of shoe store 
owners. Until 1942, Irene attended school at Strathcona Elementary, and went to the Japanese Language 
School in East Vancouver. Her dreams were to continue her education at Britannia High School, and then go 
on to study at UBC. 

These dreams were not realized. 
In 1941, Irene’s father was hospitalized with heart trouble. He was treated well until Pearl Harbor, at which 

point he felt uncomfortable in the hospital facilities. By the end of 1942, Irene’s father was at a makeshift 
hospital at the Tashme internment camp, and her mother was closing the shoe store and paying all bills, 
before also boarding a train East.  

The federal and provincial governments did not allow Japanese Canadians to receive a high school 
education, but the United Church offered correspondence courses. Through this, Irene was able to complete 
her classes up until Grade 11. By this point, though, both her mother and father’s health were deteriorating, 
and choosing exile made sense. Irene also felt that she should stay with her parents, as it would have been 
hard for them to leave her. 

The family boarded the first General Meigs sailing in June 1946. 
The family moved to Odawara, Kanagawa. Irene found work as a translator, in order to support her parents 

and her family. While she knew her parents appreciated her work, Irene did not feel like she belonged in 
Japan. Irene started to seek repatriation once Japanese Canadians were allowed back in their country. She 
needed a sponsor, though, and Canadian money. Her father helped with arrangements, and in December 1949, 
Irene returned to Canada by herself.  

Irene lived with a family friend, and got married a year later. She and her husband acquired a farm. Now 
settled, Irene turned to reunification with her parents. She tried to bring them back to Canada.  

Her first applications were rejected. 
 She kept trying, and received permission for her mother to come as a temporary visitor. Her mother 

became suddenly ill, and was unable to travel. She passed away. 
Irene applied for her widowed father to return to Canada, with the new conditions. Her father packed his 

suitcases, keen to go back. As the letter of approval was en route, however, her father had an accident and 
passed away. 

Irene was able to come back to Canada, but has reflected on the pain of not having been able to repay her 
parents for this. 
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Irene Tsuyuki interview (Part 2) 

Name ____________________________________________________________ Date: ________________________________ Period/Block: _____________ 

Irene Tsuyuki, interviewed by Tatsuo Kage, 14 February 1991 (Part 2) 
Irene Tsuyuki, a Vancouver‑born Japanese Canadian, was interned as a teenager and exiled at the start of her 
twenties. Tsuyuki wasn’t happy in Japan, but also knew she needed to work to support her family. The 
following passage focuses on Tsuyuki’s recollections of post‑war Japan: the poverty, the contrast to post‑war 
Canada, and how exiles were received. 

 Original Text Annotations

IT: So we were very very fortunate that we didn’t starve. 

TK: Oh yeah around that time food shortage was very bad, 
eh? 

IT:  Irene groans. Oh, gee Kage-san , even though I didn’t go 
through starvation, I saw it. [Tatsuo agrees] And after I 
came back to Canada, it took me a long time to get over 
this feeling of like, for instance, we were told over there 
that because rice was so scarce and people lived on 
sweet potatoes, and you remember this suiton? 

TK: Yeah. 

IT: Well, good thing I liked it [Tatsuo laughs] I’d live on it. 
But, you know for people whose main diet was that, well 
my goodness you know. [Tatsuo hums in agreement] It’s a 
bit, uh, pretty bad. We were very fortunate to have rice 
because the relatives grew rice and whatever amount we 
needed, they always brought it. And, but we were 
forewarned that because people didn’t have enough rice, 
and some of them didn’t have any [Irene emphasizes any] 
that when you do have rice, don’t ever, ever leave one 
kernel of rice uneaten. [Tatsuo agrees] And so we got in 
the habit of cleaning our plates so clean that you almost 
didn’t have to wash it. […] 

TK: Do you remember any other differences between 
Canada and Japan which you felt like, people call it 
culture-shock kind of things but did you?
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 Original Text Annotations

IT: Well, what really struck me most was the post-war 
year. I just couldn’t [pause] because I still remembered the 
peaceful environment in Japan when I was there for a 
couple of years. 

TK: Yeah, right. 

IT: And I remember certain things that stood in my mind, 
and people were very nice and everything was so 
peaceful and this time, I looked at all these faces of the 
Japanese people and it — I — I really felt the difference 
you know that — 

TK: People were really... 

IT: People were really sad and they were so, oh they 
must’ve been [Irene struggles to find words and pauses] I 
— I’m sure that a lot of these people must’ve been well off 
before the war, and then because of the war they have 
become paupers. And some of them they might’ve been 
[Irene drops her voice down to a whisper] especially in 
Yokohama Station there, oh I saw these people they didn’t 
have clothes on, they just had torn up sacks, draped over 
their bodies and you could hardly see their skin because 
they were so dirty. [Tatsuo hums in agreement] And they 
were huddled in this little, kind of a little boulevard in front 
of Yokohama Station. And there would be I think about a 
dozen or ten people, and they just, the expression on their 
faces, and some of them would be picking lice out of their 
hair [Tatsuo hums in a sympathetic tone] and I oh. I think 
that really bothered me to see the people all of a sudden, 
from the above average standard of living, to be dumped 
right down to the lowest level. And every time I went by 
there, this is what I saw, and all these people on the trains, 
and their mostly women and they would have great big 
sacks full of sweet potatoes and whatever else and oh, 
they must’ve been so heavy, and so of course their bodies 
would half bent and they’re probably going to the country 
to buy these [unclear] and a lot of them black market. 

TK: Do you think they were mourners mostly or they are 
more for the family?
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 Original Text Annotations

IT: No no I think these were for the family, because these 
were mothers, grandmothers, and oh, that really, even 
though I myself didn’t go through starvation or any 
physical discomfort, I yeah. It really bothered me to see 
that. And the Japanese people have always been proud… 

TK: [Tatsuo adds to Irene’s thoughts] Clean. 

IT: Yes. And I, oh gosh, how they’d feel. [Tatsuo hums in 
agreement] 

TK: So did you feel at the same time you were fortunate 
that you are not in that situation? 

IT: Well yes. I think there was a feeling too that coming 
here that people in Japan are having quite a time. 

TK: Yeah. 

IT: And here, so many of us had repatriated to Japan , and 
I’m sure there’s some people must of felt, Why did they 
leave their country and come over here? And they have 
problems enough without us coming [Tatsuo agrees] and 
I’m sure that many many of them felt that way.
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