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Junot Diaz was born in Villa Juana, a neighborhood of Santa Domingo in the Dominican Republic on December 31, 1968.  He was the third child of five, with two brothers and two sisters, the youngest of whom was born in the United States.  His father emigrated when he was very young while he stayed with his mother and grandparents in the DR.  At the age of six, in 1974, he and his family were re-united with his father in Parlin, New Jersey.
His father had been a military policeman under Trujillo and his successor but came to feel that there was no future for the family in the Dominican Republic.  Diaz says he grew up in a “household run by a man who believed in the creeds of a fascistic, military organization; getting smacked around was the least of it….My Father was a trigamist; he supported three families. We were never not poor.”  He would line the children up in the morning to see if their shoelaces were tied correctly and encouraged fighting among the children to settle disputes.  His father, irresponsible, abusive and a womanizer, left when he was 12 or 13.  “My inexactitude probably speaks highly of the trauma.”  His father drove a forklift in the United States.  None of his siblings have spoken to his father for over fifteen years.
His mother and grandparents lived in the Dominican Republic with no electricity, no bathroom and no access to education.  When his mother was young she became lost on a coffee plantation for three days.  Her family considered her dead and started buying funeral clothes, a little outfit that they were going to bury since there was no body, but then she returned.  She said that she had gotten lost and was very frightened but a mongoose came up to her and said to her that he would return the next day and show her the way home.  And he did, or so the family story goes.  Parenthetically, the story about the mongoose, Diaz says, is the only autobiographical detail in his book.  His mother was hurt in 1965 in the American invasion of the Dominican Republic when Santa Domingo was bombed and she spent several weeks in the hospital.  After coming to the United States, she cleaned toilets.  Diaz’s grandmother, who lived with them, told him many folkloric stories as he grew up.  He now goes back to the Dominican Republic three times a year.  
Diaz says that immigrating to America from the Dominican Republic was like time travel; coming from a very rural community to an urban community in New Jersey.  He still dreams about all the lights that he saw the first evening of his arrival in the U.S.  To become a writer, an artist, was a painful struggle for him.  He read voraciously as a child; discovering the library was a life changing experience.  Learning English was difficult but in books he could read and no one would correct his pronunciation.  He spoke formal Spanish at home and black Puerto Rican English in the neighborhood.  All his siblings worked after school.  His family thought that he should become a doctor or a lawyer since he was so smart; something tangible to reward them for the hard life and menial work that they did so that the children could be more successful.  An artist did not fit the picture.  The decision to become one was difficult but a high school friend in his senior year said that you cannot live other people’s dreams.  
When Diaz speaks his conversation is peppered with profanities; he can jump from the latest rap radio single in the voice of the ghetto to talking about postcolonial identity theory in the voice of a professor.  He is often asked how much of what he writes is autobiographical.  He stresses that he writes fiction and finds it amusing to give alternate biographical details since he finds the subject so irrelevant to his writing.  He has said that he grew up in a household that had no books but alternately that his father had a bookshelf in the basement filled with books about the history of the Dominican Republic.  He has said that he came from a community where he felt marginalized because two of the his four siblings were in jail but also has said that he could safely be a nerd and a reader of books because his siblings were popular in the community and would protect him.  He considers Yunior his alter-ego (Yunior was his family nickname) but this means less about autobiographical details than that he has some things in common with him.  He has said that his sister ran away from home and married someone in the military and spent many years on a military base in Berlin and he has said that a sister got pregnant as a teenager.  One brother idolized his father and joined the military.  One brother came down with a brutal form of leukemia and spent 10 years in chemotherapy but is now in remission. 
He attended Kean College in Union, New Jersey for one year before transferring to Rutgers College where he completed a BA in English in 1992.  Rutgers was very important to him, a very beautiful part of his life.  He was intellectually starved as a child and college changed his life.  He worked his way through school by delivering pool tables, washing dishes, pumping gas, and working at Raritan River Steel.  After graduating, he worked at Rutgers University Press as an editorial assistant.  His then girlfriend secretly mailed an application to Cornell University for him where he was accepted and where he earned his MFA in 1995.  He wrote most of the stories in his first collection there.  Diaz taught in the MFA program at Syracuse University from 1997 to 2002.   He was a founding member, in 1996, of the Voices of Our Nations Arts Writing Workshop which is a summer program for writers of color at the University of San Francisco.   He was a Millet Writing Fellow at Wesleyan University in 2009 and participated in Wesleyan’s Distinguished Writers Series.  He currently is a tenured professor at MIT and is also the fiction editor at the Boston Review. 
When asked when he started writing he answers that he first started as a reader.  He loved all kinds of reading but especially science fiction.  He still reads a book a week that “feeds the machine.”  One story he tells says that he started writing twenty to thirty page letters to his brother during his long hospital stays about what was happening in the neighborhood.  Alternately he has stated that he started writing at Rutgers, becoming more serious in his junior and senior years where he would spend hours at the computer. He is a very, very slow writer. 
In 1996, Riverhead Books signed him to a six-figure contract for two books, the first of which was Drown.  Drown consists of ten short stories linked by the narrator, Yunior.  The stories take place in New Jersey and the Dominican Republic, written in American English with many Spanish phrases.  Diaz says the stories speak to the “African diasporic, migrant, Caribbean, Dominican, Jersey boy”.  In 1997, he published Negocios, the Spanish translation of the book.
It took 11 years to write his second book, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, published in 2007, first published as a short story in The New Yorker in 2000.  The idea for the title came to him in Mexico City where he was staying for a year, being fascinated by this city as a center of art, culture and politics for Latin America.  After a day of dancing and drinking, he found himself at the home of a friend who later became a famous actor.  One of the guests picked out an Oscar Wilde book and said “My favorite writer is Oscar Wao”.  The Spanish accent struck him as hilarious and that is where he got the title of his book.  He says the book has an emphasis on rhythm which he said he began to see after six or seven years.  For a very long time he could not get beyond the first 75 pages.  He tried other novels but they did not work.  He tried writing an apocalyptic novel but 9/11 made that a non-go.  He kept going back to The Brief Wondrous Life, writing and rewriting.  He kept at it for five years, giving up for a while, but returning to the manuscript thinking that if he could find one good thing in it he would start in on it again.  He worked another two years before the novel started revealing itself to him and then another three years before it was finished. While writing the book, Junot read The Lord of the Rings three times back-to-back so it would be in his head the way Yunior and Oscar had it in their heads.  He read a lot of H. P. Lovecraft and all the E. E. “Doc” Smith’s Lensmen books.   He says of his writing, “My real life designed the set, but the fiction wrote the script and hired the actors.”  He writes in a small bedroom on a large desk made out of salvaged wood.  
He has won many, many awards including  the National Book Critics Circle Award for Best Novel of 2007,  a fellowship from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation in 1999, a Lila Acheson Wallace Readers Digest Award,  a fellowship at the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard University and the Rome Prize from the American Academy of Arts and Letters in 2008 where he spent a year in residence.  Thirty-five publications placed The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao on their Best of 2007 lists and in September of the same year, Miramax acquired the rights for a film of the book. In 2008, Junot Diaz won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction.   In 2010, Diaz’s contribution towards encouraging fellow writers was recognized when he was awarded the Barnes & Noble Writers for Writers Award. 
He has also been published in Story, The Paris Review,  The Best American Short Stories four times (1996, 1997, 1999, and 2000),  African Voice, and The New Yorker, where he was listed as one of the 20 top writers for the 21st century.  He is involved with many community organizations in New York City from Pro-Libertad, the Dominican Workers’ Party and the Dominican Youth Union.  This work is very important to him and he does not think enough writers do this kind of outreach.  In 2010 he was selected to sit on the 20-member Pulitzer Prize board of jurors. He is now working again on his apocalyptic narrative with a working title of Tokyo Rose.
