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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Geography and Japanese American Relocation

The title of this book, Imprisoned in the Desert: The Geography of World War II-Era, Japanese
American Relocation Centers in the Western United States, implies that the discipline of
geography is pertinent to the issue of Japanese American relocation.  So, what is geography? 
Very simply, geography focuses on the spatial (i.e., over space or area) and temporal (i.e., over
time) distributions and relationships of earth surface phenomena (including humans).  The
Japanese American relocation, with its various spatial and temporal patterns, is thus rooted in
geography.  Evacuation of persons of Japanese descent from the U.S. West Coast to inland, arid
sites in 1942 contains elements of all aspects of traditional geography, including physical,
human, and regional sub-disciplines; however, few geographers have written on the topic. 
Further, little has been written about the landscapes in which the Japanese Americans were
incarcerated, and how the evacuees interacted with the landscapes while they were incarcerated.   

This Book’s Focus

This book focuses on the geography of each of the eight western U.S. relocation
centers–Amache, Gila River, Heart Mountain, Manzanar, Minidoka, Poston, Topaz, and Tule
Lake.  Common to all in their western U.S. locations was aridity.  All were located in arid or
semi-arid environments (Figure 1.1).  The Jerome and Rohwer, Arkansas centers were excluded
from this study because of their locations well east and in vastly different environments than the
remainder of the sites.  They were also the shortest-lived centers of the ten.  

A geographer could order the chapters in a variety of ways–e.g., aridity, distance from the Pacific
Coast, latitude, cultural patterns, etc.  I chose physiography (i.e., general shape of the Earth’s
surface) because it played a key role in the various patterns of the centers; therefore, the chapters
are organized by physiographic regions (Figure 1.2).  The western relocation centers were located
in four physiographic regions–Great Plains, Middle Rocky Mountains, Columbia Plateaus, and
Basin and Range.  Geographic assessment of the sites begins with the Great Plains (Amache),
continues with the Middle Rocky Mountains (Heart Mountain) and the Snake River Plain of the
Columbia Plateaus (Minidoka), and concludes with the Basin and Range (Tule Lake, Topaz,
Manzanar, Poston, and Gila River).  

Within each of these chapters, I attempt to answer the following questions regarding the eight
western Japanese American relocation centers: 

• what were the physical (i.e., landforms, climates, soils, water, and biota) characteristics of
the area in which each center was located?
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Figure 1.1.  Arid and semi-arid regions of western North America.  Data from Petrov (1976, p.
100) and UNESCO (1979).  
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Figure 1.2.  Physiographic regions and the eight western, World War II-era, Japanese American
relocation centers.  Physiographic map adapted from Fenneman (1931, Plate 1).     
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• what were the human (i.e., cultures, economies, land use, and religious) characteristics of
the area in which each center was located?

• what determined the location of each of the centers? 

• what was the structural layout of each center, and how did it relate to the surrounding
area’s geography?

• what was the geographic origin of the evacuees in each center?

• how did the evacuees interact with the environment of each center (e.g., agriculture,
gardening and landscaping, education, recreation, faith/spirituality, health issues,
government, and community)?  

• how did the evacuees of each center interact with the residents of the surrounding area?

• where did the evacuees relocate from each center?

• what happened to each center’s lands and infrastructure after its closure?

• what remains at each center approximately 60 years after its closure?

• what are the current physical and human characteristics of each area once occupied by a
relocation center, and how did each center influence that area in the approximately 60
years since it closed?

The chapters on each of the sites are preceded by a chapter on background to relocation (Chapter
2).  The final chapter of the book (Chapter 11) synthesizes, compares, and contrasts the salient
points made in the eight key chapters.  Appendices provide background information on methods
and materials used in this research (Appendix A), a timeline of Japanese American Relocation
(Appendix B), and the “Loyalty Questionnaire” (Appendix C).  A final appendix provides
teachers with example questions and activities (Appendix D).    

This book was researched and written to fulfill the conditions of a Washington State Civil
Liberties Public Education Program grant received in Summer 2002.  While it is intended to be a
key resource for Washington state K-12 teachers, the general state citizenry, and relatives of the
interned Japanese Americans, the book should also be of interest to a broader audience. 
Hopefully, it will also serve to remind us of the terrible injustices done to Japanese Americans
under the guise of national security.
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