
Early Japanese Canadians Serving in the World Wars
A History of Loyalty to Canada Despite Racism & Discrimination 

Many Canadians might be surprised to learn that close to 300 Japanese Canadians served in World 
War I and II despite the racism and discrimination they experienced both during and after these 
wars by their communities and governments.

WW I
First-Generation Japanese Canadians (Issei) Prove Loyalty to Canada & Seek the Right to Vote

During WWI, over 200 Japanese Canadians enlisted with the hope that military service would prove 
their loyalty to Canada and help them gain the right to vote. Because British Columbia initially 
rejected their enlistment, volunteers enlisted with Alberta battalions to fight in Europe. 54 Japanese 
Canadian soldiers died, 92 were wounded, and 13 received Military Medals for bravery.  

In 1931, Japanese Canadian WWI veterans finally gained the right to vote in British Columbia after 
years of lobbying. They became the first Asians in Canada allowed to vote. This right, however, 
applied only to veterans, not to the wider Japanese Canadian community.

After Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and growing militarism in Asia, suspicion toward 
Japanese Canadians increased sharply in Canada. Many Canadians unfairly viewed Japanese 
Canadians as potential enemies, even though many had already proven their loyalty through 
military service.

WWII
 “Enemy Aliens” Serving the Allied War Effort despite Internment or Deportation 

During WWII, over 90 second-generation Japanese Canadians (Nisei) served the Allied war effort in 
the Canadian military, British forces Southeast Asia command, intelligence and translation units, war 
crimes investigations, and occupation duties in Japan.

Soon after December 7, 1941, when Japan attacked Pearl Harbour, the Canadian government passed 
an order forcing the internment of all people of Japanese ancestry in BC including first-generation, 
Japanese Canadian (Issei) WWI veterans and war heroes.

At the end of WWII, all Japanese Canadians including war veterans were forced to choose between 
dispersing east of the Rocky Mountains or being “repatriated” to war-torn Japan, despite many 
being Canadian citizens or long-term residents. They were still considered “enemy aliens” by the 
Canadian War Measures Act.

With changing attitudes internationally post WWII, Japanese Canadians were finally granted the 
right to vote federally in 1948, and by March 1949, they were given the right to vote in B.C. A week 
later, they were finally free to return to their homes from internment or “repatriation” to Japan.



Like the Issei veterans before them, the Nisei chose a path shaped by determination and sacrifice in 
their pursuit of equal treatment as Canadians. By volunteering for military service despite 
widespread discrimination, they sought to demonstrate their loyalty to Canada and challenge the 
prejudice directed at Japanese Canadians during the early 20th century. 

Source: https://discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2019/3/19/japanese-canadian-vets/ 

Sons & Son-in-Laws from the Kayahara Family of Pender Harbour Served in WWII

The history of the Kayahara family’s service in WWII is an example of what many Japanese Canadian 
families experienced after internment: displacement to the BC interior or to an Eastern Canada 
labour site, followed by military enlistment as one of the few available paths to mobility, 
recognition, and postwar opportunity.

Saichiro and Shizu Kayahara lived in Hardscratch, in Whiskey Slough, in Pender Harbour from around 
1911 to 1928 before they moved back to the Strathcona area of Vancouver, from where they were 
interned during WWII.

Two Kayahara Sons and One Son-in Law Enlisted in WWII Military Service

- Fred Hideyo Nogami, who enlisted in the Hong Kong War Crimes Investigation Unit from Fort 
William, ON later married Hessie Hisaye Kayahara in 1948, one of Saichiro and Shizu 
Kayahara’s daughters. See below article for more information.

Fred was in the second group sent to India. He and George Suzuki (David Suzuki’s father) 
survived a plane crash in Singapore in 1946 and were the only Canadian Nisei to be injured 
during Pacific service.

- Shuzo Thomas Kayahara enlisted from Fletcher, Ontario.

- Toji Scott (Bob) Kayahara also enlisted in 1945 from Fletcher, ON to work for the Canadian 
Intelligence Corps. He was part of Captain Mollison’s Second Group to Calcutta, India. 
https://japanesecanadianveterans.ca/2025/05/07/deployment-to-india/   

Bob’s story of becoming an interned farm labourer in Ontario before joining the Allied war 
effort and then using veterans’ vocational training to become a carpenter in the Toronto 
area is an excellent example of how many Nisei veterans rebuilt stability after dispossession 
and internment post WWII.

https://discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2019/3/19/japanese-canadian-vets/
https://japanesecanadianveterans.ca/2025/05/07/deployment-to-india/
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