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CHAPTER ONE
Chiwak

I always thought my mother, Oka-san Ichi, was a brave woman.

She was born in 1892 in a small country village in Japan. My name is Mari Nakagawara and this is my Oka-san’s (mother’s) story.  

Sometime around 1913–1915, when my mother was in her early twenties, she traveled from Japan to Chiwak, Canada. At that time, few Japanese people ever thought of leaving Japan.  About one hundred men had left Japan to work for a lumber mill in Chiwak, Canada.  They were all of marriageable age, but since there were no Japanese women at the camp the men sent pictures of themselves back to Japan to advertise for brides-to-be.  My mother responded to one of the advertisements by sending her picture.  To travel to Chiwak, my mother and another girl took a three-week voyage from Japan to Vancouver.  My mother said the trip was pretty rough, not like a luxury ship of today.  One of the ladies became  so sick that by the time they reached Vancouver her husband-to-be didn’t recognize her as his wife-to-be, and refused to take her home.  Eventually, however, they were married and everything worked out okay.  My mother and the sick bride-to-be became very good friends.

The Japanese at Chiwak built a big tent to live in.  My mother told me that they used to fish for salmon at a river nearby.  She and a friend would catch salmon by waiting for them to swim up the river and hitting them with a stick.  After they caught the salmon, they brought the fish home to cook for meals.  Mother said that Indians lived nearby. For staples other than fish, a friend would take her to Vancouver to shop.  

A few years ago, my husband’s nephew drove through Canada and saw a sign for Chiwak, so he and his wife stopped to see what the town looked like.  Since he never knew my mother, he was not aware that she lived there when she was young.  In a small white museum he saw a picture of one hundred Japanese standing by a tent.  It was a picture of the one hundred Japanese who had traveled to Canada to work. The picture of a Canadian doctor who took care of the Japanese must have been the Canadian doctor that my mother often talked about.  

Years later my good friend invited me to visit her in Seattle. She drove me from Seattle to Chiwak, Canada so I could see where my mother lived.  As she was driving around, we passed by a river that looked like it might be the one my mother had talked of catching salmon from. I saw a sign about an Indian village that must have been referring to the Indians my mother had talked about.  Then a train passed by that must have been the train my mother talked about.  I couldn’t stop crying because in my mind I felt like my mother was on the train watching me.  

During the time my mother lived in Canada, she gave birth to a baby girl, but the baby died young.  On an invitation, my mother took a buggy ride with the baby.  Because of Canada’s cold air, the baby caught a cold that turned into whooping cough, and died.  

While living in Canada, my mother met and befriended an English-Canadian lady.  The lady’s  name was Mrs. Mackenzie.  She taught my mother English, how to cook, and also introduced her to church.  Their friendship lasted until my mother passed away. Years later, my youngest daughter Elissa sent Mrs. Mackenzie a letter. Mrs. Mackenzie responded to Elissa with a letter and a hand-made gift.  Elissa called her Momma Mackenzie.  Mrs. Mackenzie passed away at around ninety years of age.

After my mother’s first baby died, she had two children. The boy was named Yukio, who we nicknamed Mike, and a girl named Chihoko.  My mother’s husband got very sick from lung disease.  The doctor told them that the cold weather was not good for him and encouraged them all to go back to Japan. They decided to go to her father-in-law’s home in Japan where her husband passed away shortly after they moved there.
Source: Adapted from Oka-San Ichi and Me by Arlynn Gonzaga Dwyer, 2010.
