
 

Beyond the Barbed Wire 
Helen Tsuchiya and Larry Long 
Introduction 

“Beyond the Barbed Wire” is an autobiographical story told by Helen Tsuchiya to folklorist Larry Long 

and published in the Spring 2010 issue of Teaching Tolerance magazine.  

  

My name is Helen Tsuchiya. My maiden name was Tanigawa. Growing up, my family included my 

parents, three sisters and one brother. My parents were born in Japan but I was born in the United 

States. My father was a farmer, growing grapes on our family farm. 

Many things changed for me on December 7, 1941, when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and 

the United States declared war on Japan. Many believed that Japanese Americans could not be 

trusted. Executive Order 9066 was passed, which said that Japanese Americans must be put in 

internment camps. This is difficult to understand because everyone in my family was a U.S. citizen. 

Japanese Americans were evacuated from their homes. We had only a few weeks to prepare and 

we could take only a few things with us. We sold some of what we owned for very little money. My 

mother left family pictures and wedding photographs on the wall. She said they that they would 

protect our home when we are gone. She really believed we would all return to our home in 

California. But in one day everything was stolen — even the pictures. It broke my mother’s heart.The 

internment camp was surrounded by barbed wire. For three years we lived in a 20-by-20-foot room 

in barracks. We had no privacy, and it was so dusty it was difficult to breathe. 

A Pima girl who lived nearby would come up to the fence and talk to us. She felt sorry for us 

confined in the camp, while we felt sorry for her, confined to the reservation. 

Fifty years later I revisited the camp and met that Pima girl. She said, “My Grandfather would take 

me to the camp on a pony. I remember the children reaching across the barbed wire to feel the 

pony. Even though I was 3 years old, that experience stayed with me.” Now she’s serving her people 

as a nurse on the reservation. 

The survivors later received $20,000 as an apology from the government. But my parents had 

already died — they were the ones who really deserved the apology. Before the war they owned 40 

acres of farmland but lost it all because they could not make the payments while in the internment 

camp. 

During the war my brother joined the Army to prove his loyalty. He was sent to Fort Snelling in 

Minnesota to learn Japanese so he could fight alongside U.S. forces in Japan. After the war he 
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found work at an engineering company. His boss loved him like his own child. We moved to 

Minnesota to join him. 

When you think about it, it’s my parents who really suffered. Now I want to share my story with the 

children so it will never happen again. 
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TEXT DEPENDENT QUESTIONS 
What prompted Executive Order 9066? 
What happened as a result of Executive Order 9066? 
Reread paragraph three. Describe the internment camp in which Helen lived. 
Reread paragraph four. What does it mean to be confined? 
Why does Helen say her parents “were the ones who really deserved the 
apology”? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.tolerance.org/print/85547/print_questions#main-content


Beyond the Barbed Wire 
TEXT DEPENDENT QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
Question:  What prompted Executive Order 9066? 

Answer:  The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and many Americans believed Japanese Americans 

could not be trusted. Note: Students need to understand what it means to be a Japanese American. 

Question:  What happened as a result of Executive Order 9066? 

Answer:  Japanese Americans were forced to live in internment camps. 

Question:  Reread paragraph three. Describe the internment camp in which Helen lived. 

Answer:  It was surrounded by barbed wire. It included small rooms in larger barracks. There was a 

lot of dust. There was no privacy. 

Question:  Reread paragraph four. What does it mean to be confined? 

Answer:  It means you can’t leave that area. You have to stay there. 

Question:  Why does Helen say her parents “were the ones who really deserved the apology”? 

Answer:  When they moved to the internment camp, they couldn’t pay for their farmland, so they lost 

it. The money didn’t mean anything to them because they were already dead when the families 

received it. 
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