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Excerpt from 
“Julie Otsuka on Her Family’s Wartime Internment in 
Topaz, Utah”

By Julie Otsuka 

There is a photograph in the National Archives 
of my mother, uncle, and grandmother taken by 
Dorothea Lange on April 29, 1942. The caption 
reads: “San Bruno, California. Family of Japanese 
ancestry arrives at assembly center at Tanforan 
Race Track.” My mother, 10, is turned away 
from the camera and all you can see is a sliver of 
her cheek, one ear, and two black braids pinned 
to the top of her head. In the background is a 
large concrete structure with a balcony—the 
grandstands. My grandmother, 42, is wearing a 
nice wool coat and listening intently to the man 
beside her, who is pointing out something in the 
distance—most likely the newly built barracks in 

the middle of the racetrack, where she and the 
children would be sleeping that evening. My uncle, 
who is 8, is carrying his mother’s purse for her 
beneath his left arm. Hanging from a canvas strap 
around his neck is a canteen, which is no doubt 
filled with water. Why? Because he is going to 
“camp.”

Clearly, my uncle had a different kind of camp 
in mind—the kind of camp where you pitch 
tents and take hikes and get thirsty—and clearly, 
his mother has allowed him to think this. But 
he is only just now realizing his mistake, and the 
expression on his face is anxious and concerned. 
Tanforan was a temporary detention center for 
thousands of Bay Area “evacuees” on their way 
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to Topaz, Utah, one of 10 internment camps in 
which 120,000 Japanese and Japanese-Americans 
were imprisoned during World War II.

[…]

Shortly after [When the Emperor Was Divine] 
was published, in the fall of 2002, I received an 
unexpected invitation to fly out to Utah. Although 
I had long resisted making this trip—I wasn’t sure 
that I wanted to see the place where my mother 
had spent the war—now that the book was 
finished, it felt like it was time.

Topaz is located at the end of a dusty gravel road 
on a desolate stretch of desert 125 miles southwest 
of Salt Lake City. When I arrived it was January 
and the landscape—barren and bleak, bleached 
white by the sun—looked oddly familiar, like a 
washed-out version of the place in which I had 
been living, every day, for the past six years, in 
my head. Aside from the barbed-wire fence, little 
remained of the original camp, but it was clear 
that at one time many people had lived here: you 
could still see the concrete foundations of the 
barracks and the ground was littered with rusty 
nails and shards of broken glass and crockery. 
My guide, Jane Beckwith, a high-school English 
teacher in the town of Delta 16 miles away, had 
been coming out to the site with her students 
since 1982. Her father, the former owner of the 
Delta newspaper, had printed the high-school 
yearbooks for the camp, and as a child she would 
leaf through their pages, wondering about the 

people with the strange-sounding Japanese names. 
It was her dream, she told me, to one day open a 
small museum dedicated to the history of Topaz. 
As we walked across the sand, she pointed out a 
formation of stones—remnants of a rock garden 
built by an anonymous former resident. Every 
block, she said, had its own character. Eight was 
one of her favorites. My mother had lived in Block 
28, but there wasn’t much of it left to see.

Before we drove back into town she took me 
over to the side of the road to look at the new 
Topaz memorial marker, a replacement for the 
old one, which had become unreadable after 
vandals had adopted it as a target for shooting 
practice. The new memorial appeared virtually 
indestructible—a plaque and several photographic 
etchings embedded in a long low slab of concrete. 
Because it was not as tall as the old one—it literally 
had a “lower profile”—it was less likely to end up 
as a target. “Noticeable but not too noticeable,” as 
the local paper put it. I wondered, though, if the 
old marker—its words riddled with bullet holes—
shouldn’t have been left standing. For it, too, was 
part of the story. In fact, maybe it was the story.

From Newsweek, 15 October © 2012 IBT Media. All rights 
reserved. Used by permission and protected by the Copyright Laws 
of the United States. The printing, copying, redistribution, or 
retransmission of this Content without express written permission is 
prohibited. 

http://www.newsweek.com/julie-otsuka-her-familys-wartime-
internment-topaz-utah-65457.
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The Life and Times  
of Julie Otsuka 

1940s 

x 1941: Japan attacks Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, December 
7. 

x 1941: FBI arrests Otsuka's grandfather as spy, 
December 8. 

x 1942: President Roosevelt issues Executive Order 
9066, authorizes internment, February 19. 

x 1942: Otsuka's mother and family travel to Topaz 
Internment Camp. 

x 1944: In Korematsu v. United States, Supreme Court 
rules against Japanese American man who refused to 
leave his home for internment camp. 

x 1945: World War II ends in Japan, August 15. 

x 1945: Otsuka's family returns to home in Berkeley, 
California, September 9. 

1950s 

x 1952: The Immigration and Nationality Act liberalizes 
immigration from Asia. 

x 1952: Japanese Americans given the opportunity, for 
the first time, to become naturalized U.S. citizens. 

1960s 

x 1962: Otsuka born in California. 

x 1962: USS Arizona Memorial at Pearl Harbor 
dedicated. 

x 1965: Immigration and Naturalization Act abolishes 
quotas based on national origin. 

1970s 

x 1971: Emergency Detention Act of 1950 repealed, 
removing threat that internment camps could be 
reactivated. 

x 1976: President Gerald Ford rescinds Executive Order 
9066. 

 

 

1980s 

x 1981: Otsuka visits Japan for the first time. 

x 1988: President Reagan signs Civil Liberties Act, HR 
442, with an apology and reparations to Japanese 
Americans. 

1990s 

x 1990: President George H.W. Bush proclaims May as 
Asian Pacific American Heritage Month. 

2000s 

x 2002: When the Emperor Was Divine published. 

x 2007: Topaz Internment Camp designated National 
Historic Landmark. 

2010s 

x 2011: The Buddha in the Attic published. 

x 2011: Otsuka wins PEN/Faulkner award for The 
Buddha in the Attic. 

 

Japanese American Internment 
Camps 
Thousands of Japanese immigrants came to Hawaii and 
California in the late nineteenth century to work. During the 
first decade of the twentieth century, almost 130,000 
Japanese immigrated to the United States despite 
longstanding efforts at restricting their entry and widespread 
discrimination when they arrived. 

 To listen to author and scholar Gary Okihiro talk with the 
NEA's Josephine Reed about the history of Japanese 
immigration to the U.S. visit 
http://www.neabigread.org/books/whentheemperorwasdivin
e/readers-guide/historical-context/#immigration 

First-generation Japanese immigrants were known as Issei; 
the second generation was called Nisei. The Nisei claimed 
citizenship by birth. Because many Issei were proud of 
Japanese culture, they tried to impart this heritage to their 
offspring, which led many in the United States to fear that 
Japanese Americans were disloyal to their adopted country. 

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 
provoked fears of Japanese invasion and collaboration with 
“the enemy” by the Issei and Nisei. Congress declared war 

Historical and Literary Context 
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Julie Otsuka's family at an assembly center, 1942 
(Dorothea Lange/National Archives) 

 

on Japan on December 8, 1941. Soon after, the FBI 
incarcerated thousands of Japanese American men. On 
February 19, 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued 
Executive Order 9066, giving the Secretary of War the right 
to send both Issei and Nisei to internment camps. 

“Military necessity,” or fear of sabotage and espionage, was 
the rationale given for Executive Order 9066. More than 
120,000 individuals, many of whom were citizens, were 
forced to sell their homes, businesses, and belongings. One 
Japanese American citizen, Fred Korematsu, refused the 
order to evacuate and took his case to the Supreme Court. 
By a vote of 6-3, the justices upheld the legality of Executive 
Order 9066. The order required families to appear at 
assembly centers for transit to “relocation centers” or 
internment camps. Camps were located in California, Idaho, 
Utah, Arizona, Wyoming, Colorado, and Arkansas. Among 
the most famous ones were Manzanar and Tule Lake in 
California, and Topaz in Utah. 

 To listen to author and scholar Gary Okihiro talk with the 
NEA's Josephine Reed about Pearl Harbor and its aftermath 
visit 
http://www.neabigread.org/books/whentheemperorwasdivin
e/readers-guide/historical-context/#pearlharbor 

 

 

The camps were often in desert areas where it was hot in 
the summer and cold in the winter. Around the perimeter of 
the camps were barbed wire fences and guard towers. 
Soldiers policed the camps. The buildings where internees 
slept were overcrowded, dusty, and dirty. Cots with thin 
cotton mattresses were laid out in rows, with little privacy to 

be had. Meals were taken in mess halls with long lines for a 
paltry allotment of food. 
Many internees worked for meager wages, typically about 
$16 a month. Children were supposed to go to school, but 
recruiting and retaining teachers was difficult. Sports and 
libraries provided diversion from daily routines. Boredom and 
anxiety, however, were constant companions. 

For most individuals, an end to the ordeal of internment 
came as the war wound down in 1944 and 1945. Some 
internees chose not to return to their homes, wishing to 
make a fresh start in a new place. Others did return, only to 
discover that their homes, properties, or businesses had 
been vandalized or appropriated for non-payment of taxes. 
The sense of shame from being considered dangerous or 
disloyal to their adopted land shadowed all those released 
from the camps. Sometimes these feelings led to depression 
and suicide; other times, they led to disillusionment and 
protests over the injustice perpetrated against them. 

 To listen to author and scholar Gary Okihiro talk with the 
NEA's Jo Reed about Japanese Americans' loss of property 
visit 
http://www.neabigread.org/books/whentheemperorwasdivin
e/readers-guide/historical-context/#property 

The last internment camp was closed in March 1946. In 
1988, President Ronald Reagan signed the Civil Liberties Act 
that apologized for the internment, attributing it to racial 
prejudice and war hysteria. The U.S. government eventually 
distributed more than $1.6 billion in reparations to internees 
and their heirs. 

 To listen to author and scholar Gary Okihiro talk about 
the injustice of internment visit 
http://www.neabigread.org/books/whentheemperorwasdivin
e/readers-guide/historical-context/#injustice 

  


