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Kochiyama, Yuri (1921—2014)

Yuri Kochiyama lived with her family in San Pedro, California. They 
were proud to be Japanese Americans. All through her school years, 
she never felt different from her classmates. That all changed when 
she was 20 years old. On December 7, 1941, there was a knock on the 
door of her parents’ home.

FBI agents arrested Yuri’s father. Like hundreds of other Japanese 
Americans, he was accused of being a spy. The agents took him 
to prison.

This was a frightening time for the whole nation. The United States had 
just been attacked by Japan. With that, the U.S. joined World War II. 
Some people in the U.S. government believed that all Japanese people were dangerous and should be sent away. 
Innocent people were taken to internment camps. Yuri’s father died shortly after arriving at the prison. She and 
the rest of her family were sent to a camp in Arkansas.

In the camp, Yuri changed her way of thinking. She could no longer accept things as they were. She needed to 
speak up when people were treated unfairly.

In 1944, Yuri was released from the camp. She soon met a soldier named Bill Kochiyama. They got married two 
years later and moved to New York. As they raised six children, they worked with groups of African Americans 
and Puerto Ricans. They fought for important causes. They wanted safer neighborhoods and better schools.

Over four decades, Kochiyama spoke out for human rights. She spoke for African Americans, Latinos, Native 
Americans, and Asian Americans. She fought to end the Vietnam War, to give prisoners better treatment, and to 
get rid of nuclear weapons. Not everyone agreed with her. Sometimes she was arrested.

In the 1980s, Yuri and Bill pushed for an apology from the U.S. government to the Japanese Americans who 
suffered during World War II. In 1988, President Ronald Reagan signed a law. It gave $20,000 to each person who 
was sent to an internment camp.

Until her death in 2014, Yuri Kochiyama kept speaking out for human rights. Once, a news reporter asked her 
about her life. She said, “I didn’t wake up and decide to become an activist. But you couldn’t help notice the 
inequities, the injustices. It was all around you.”

 
Reflect:

1. What happened to Kochiyama’s father? What did she do about it?

2. What causes were important to Kochiyama?

3. Kochiyama worked to help other people in need. Is there someone in your community who helps others?
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