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REMEMBRANCE DAY

At the outbreak of war, thousands from Canada’s minority communities lined up to enlist in the armed forces. Many were turned away because of the colour of their skin. Others, whose hometowns in Europe

were being destroyed, felt they had more reason to fight than others. Some became soldiers to escape their status as second-class citizens. Most wanted to prove they were just as good as the next man.

All of them did it for one reason: They felt it was their duty and responsibility to defend their country. These are the stories of five Ottawa veterans who battled discrimination

DETERMINED TO SERVE

AGE: 85
BORN: Vancouver

Jack Nakamoto

W hile Jack Nakamoto fought on the front lines for Canada, his
father was forced from their British Columbia home and put in
an internment camp. Japanese Canadians were the victims of
extreme racial discrimination during the Second World War.
They were branded as spies, interned in camps as “enemy
aliens” and not allowed to join the armed forces. But over 150
second-generation Japanese Canadians were able to join,
working as secret service agents and translators. One of them
was youngd, Canadian-born Jack Nakamoto.

SERVED: As a Private and Japanese-English translator in the Second World War

JACK NAKAMOTO had just graduated from
high school when he tried to enlist in the
Canadian Army in Vancouver. The 18-year-old
was turned down. Determined to sign up, he
packed his few belongings and sneaked onto
trains headed east on the Canadian Pacific
Railway. He stopped in almost every city
along the way — Calgary, Winnipeg, Toronto,
and Montreal — still, no recruiting centre
would enlist him. Finally, he reached Quebec
City where he worked in a Salvation Army
kitchen for eight months. Impressed by
Nakamoto’s desire to get into uniform,
members of the Salvation Army went to the
local recruiting station themselves and spoke
on his behalf. On June 9, 1940, Nakamoto was
finally allowed to enlist.

WHY HE JOINED:

“As a teenager, | was told the Japanese
army was the best thing in the world. My
father was in the Japanese army and was very
proud of their achievements. Then | saw the
photos in Life Magazine of Japanese soldiers
committing brutalities against Chinese
civilians. That really pissed me off. | felt it was
wrong.”

DISCRIMINATION:

“During drills on the parade square in
Petawawa, the Corporal bellowed out: ‘Yak-
yak-yak-amoto, left, left, right, left, if it wasn’t
for the runt of a Jap, the squad would look
right and proper,” Mr. Nakamoto recalled. “I
felt rotten, of course, but | figured it was part
of the military training ... | just accepted it.”
Nakamoto also frequently wrote letters in
Japanese to his father, who had been placed
in an internment camp. All the major details
of the letters were always blocked out. “All |
knew was that he was working in a camp
somewhere out West and was doing well.”

STILL A SUSPECT:

Nakamoto arrived in France in October
1944, But after only two months on the front
lines, he was recalled to England and asked to
translate some old Japanese military
documents and copies of Japanese
newspapers. An officer approached him and
told him: “You're off the suspect list. Now get
to work.” Nakamoto said, “l was
flabbergasted. All the time | was in the army,
they were still checking me out. | didn't know
that. | was shocked.”

Sam Estwick

AGE: 91
BORN: St. Phillips, Barbados

During the First World War, patriotic black Canadians lined up to
join the armed forces but weren’t allowed to enlist. In 1916, the
Second Construction Battalion out of Pictou, Nova Scotia was
formed, the first black battalion in Canadian history. They were
responsible for crucial work building bridges, digging trenches
and clearing roads. In the Second World War, black Canadians
tried to enlist again. This time, men like Sam Estwick were
allowed to join.

SERVED: As a Leading Aircraftman in the Second World War

SAM ESTWICK emigrated to Canada from
Barbados at the age of four and his family
settled in Glace Bay, N.S. When war broke out,
Estwick heard the Air Force was looking for
fighter pilots. But when he showed up in
Halifax to enlist, the officers at the recruiting
office wouldn’t take him. “What do you
mean? There’s a war,” Estwick said. “We can't
trust a black pilot,” they told him.

TOP-SECRET RADAR WORK:

Rejected by the Halifax recruiting station,
Estwick went home and wrote a letter to his
MP who brought the issue up in Parliament.
Still, nothing changed. But his high-school
diploma and strong academic record showed
he was just what the Air Force was looking for
in its top-secret radar program. Thousands of
radar technicians were trained and sent
around the world to serve on aircraft, ships
and air strips. Estwick was the top of his class
in radar school at Clinton, Ont. He was sent
overseas in December 1942.

award the age of 14. “He said to me, ‘That
goes to prove that a young lad of your colour
can be as good as any other colour.’” Estwick
also remembers meeting members of the
Second Construction Battalion from the First
World War. “My family was from Barbados so
we had a very strong allegiance to the
British,” Estwick said. “Everyone would say
how handsome they all looked in uniform.”

THE LONGEST LAYOVER OF HIS LIFE:

After advanced training in England,
Estwick was assigned to duty in India by
ship, with a 10-day layover in Durban, South
Africa.

Despite the red maple leaf sewn onto his
uniform, Estwick was continuously denied
entry into local restaurants. One night when
he and a group of his radar buddies went into
a bar, a beefy bartender ordered Estwick out.
Estwick was only 5-foot-7 but he had a
reputation as a feisty boxer with an attitude.

He was ready to fight the bartender when a

Russ Moses
AGE: 74
BORN: Six Nations Reserve, Southwestern Ontario

In 1950, Delaware Indian Russ Moses was officially a ward of the
Crown, considered unworthy of owning land, drinking in a hotel,
or voting. But by joining the Navy, he had a taste of the freedom
he was denied at home. More than 7,000 native Canadians put
their lives on the line for Canada in the First and Second World
Wars and the Korean War.

SERVED: As a Naval Seaman in the Korean War

Alex Polowin

AGE: 81
BORN: Vilnius, Lithuania

Alex Polowin and his family had been in Canada for more than
10 years, but when they heard that Adolf Hitler and the Nazis
were exterminating their Jewish relatives in their native
Lithuania, the news hit too close to home. It’s believed more
than six million Jews were killed in the Holocaust. At the time,
Polowin was 17 years old and too young to join the Canadian
war effort. But he lied about his age and enlisted in the Navy in
1942.

SERVED: As an Able-Bodied Seaman in the Second World War

WHY HE JOINED:

“All my relatives ... were murdered in
Lithuania. | watched my mother getting the
news and | watched her cry. | had to do

something.”

AT WAR:

Polowin said he served with the
knowledge that if he was ever captured by
the Nazis, he would most likely be killed

because he was Jewish. “| was fighting for
freedom. It was important to defend our
country because Jews were being
massacred. Had the Nazis come to Canada,
the same thing would have happened here.”

D-DAY VICTORY:

In the early morning of June 9, 1944, three
days after the Allies’ D-Day invasion of
Europe, Polowin was aboard HMCS Huron

WHY HE JOINED:
Estwick will never forget what his church
minister said to him when he won a school

British commando stepped in. “He said: ‘Hold
on, Canada. He's too big. That guy’s more my
size. Let me doit.” Estwick recalled. “And he
took the guy down.”

RUSS MOSES enlisted in the Navy two weeks
after his 18th birthday. In 1952, he served on
board HMCS Iroquois, the only Canadian ship
sent to the Korean peninsula.

WHY HE JOINED:

“If it hadn’t been for the military, | would
have had a very limited formal education. It
was an opportunity to progress, to better

my situation. | thought there had to be
more to life than loading boxcars. | wanted
to see the world.”

MILITARY LIFE:

“It was looked upon as a great
adventure. Having been raised in a
residential school, | found naval discipline
wasn't as strict. And the food was
better.”

AT WAR:

“I'll never forget the day we lost our
shipmates. We were hit by North Korean
fire coming from the coast of Chong-jin.
Three were killed and 10 were wounded.
(When) you see the action, it changes your
attitude. You want to go home.”

BITTER-SWEET HOMECOMING:

Moses came home Dec. 23, 1952.

The 21-year-old proudly wore the
uniform of the Royal Canadian Navy and
walked into a beer hall in Hagersville, Ont. a
small town just outside the Six Nations
Reserve.

“They told me ‘Indians are not
welcome,’” Moses said.

“It's the feeling when you're told you're
not as good as anyone else. In the Navy, |
got used to all the freedom ordinary
Canadians have.”

Moses ended up getting his welcome-
home drink at his local branch of the Royal
Canadian Legion. “It was character
building,” he said. “You're either able to
deal with it or not.”

when it ran into a flotilla of German
destroyers. They battled all day, but in the
end the Huron put all the destroyers out of
commission and Polowin and the crew saved
thousands of lives. “

The next day we started to see the subs
coming up and surrendering,” Polowin
recalled. “That was proof in the pudding that
we actually did it. | was at the helm and | was
so excited we won, | was zig-zagging across
the ocean when the officer on watch came to
me and said: ‘l don’t mind you writing your
name all over the ocean, but for God’s sake
don't forget to dot youri's!"”

THE END OF THE WAR:

“l was sad. It's not that | wanted the war to
continue, but we had to start a whole new
lifestyle. Being a soldier, that’s all we knew.”

THE MEMORY PROJECT:

Today, Polowin is a semi-retired insurance
broker in Ottawa and volunteers for The
Memory Project, an educational program
that connects war veterans with classrooms
across the country.

Karam Singh Dhillon

AGE: 81
BORN: Punjab Province, India

When the Second World War broke out, the British army needed to establish an
offensive in Southeast Asia to fight off advancing Japanese troops. Indians were

divided; some wanted to support the British hoping for eventual independence, while

others were unsympathetic to the war effort which they saw as revenge on the

British for the mistreatment of Indians. The British Indian army came to be the largest

all-volunteer army in the history of the world. Karam Singh Dhillon, a Sikh from
Punjab Province, was one of those volunteers.

SERVED: As a Corporal in the British Indian Army in the Second World War

KARAM SINGH DHILLON was just 17 years
old when he moved from his home in
Punjab to join the British Indian Army.
When the Second World War broke out, the
army took part in campaigns in France, East
Africa, Syria, Tunisia, Malaysia, Burma,
Greece, Sicily and Italy.

In 1942, Dhillon was sent to fight
Japanese forces in Burma as a section
commander with a corps of 12 Sikh
engineers.

WHY HE JOINED:

Dhillon’s father had fought with the
British Indian army in the First World War.
“It was a family tradition,” he said. “The
British wanted help during the war. And we
were told ‘If you help in fighting the war to
success, we will give you independence.’”

AT WAR:
In December 1942, the Indian 14th
Infantry Division advanced into Burma but

was halted by Japanese forces which
occupied nearly impenetrable bunkers.
Indian and British troops made repeated
frontal assaults but were thrown back with
heavy casualties. In April 1943, the 14th
Infantry was forced to fall back to the
Indian border. “We couldn’t reach the
bunkers because of the heavy automatic
fire from the Japanese,” Dhillon said. “Out
of 12, four soldiers fell and we were ordered
to withdraw. We couldn’t bring the bodies
of our four companions. But that was our
mission: Do and die.”

ALWAYS A SOLDIER:

Dhillon emigrated to Canada with his
family in 1983 and found work in Ottawa as
a security guard for the Department of
National Defence.

“On Remembrance Day in 1999, |
remember going to work downtown and |
saw a British general,” Dhillon said.

“He saluted me. Not me, but the medals
on my uniform.

“Even a general recognized my
contribution so many years later.”
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