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The Lawsuit Recalled Forgotten Memories:
An Interview with the Family of a Hansen’s Disease Patient

Yasunori FUKUOKA & Ai KUROSAKA

This is the life story of the family of a Hansen’s disease patient. Ms.
Harumi Oku was born in Fukuoka 1946. Her mother and grandmother
were afflicted with Hansen’s disease. In 1943 Harumi’s mother was
confined in the Hoshizuka-Keiaien Hansen’s Disease Sanatorium in
Kagoshima, but escaped with the help of her fiancé, who later became
Harumi’s father. In 1950 Harumi’s mother was confined again, this
time in Kikuchi-Keiften in Kumamoto, together with her father who
did not have Hansen’s disease. Four year-old Harumi was sent to
Tatsutaryo, a special nursery for the children of patients with Hansen’s
disease. In the spring of 1954, children in Tatsutaryd who had reached
school age wanted to attend an elementary school outside of the nursery
instead of going to the built-in school connected to the nursery, but the
neighbors were opposed to this, prompting a controversy (Kurokami
School Incident). Harumi was in the second grade at the time.

Later, Harumi went back to her parents’ hometown of Amami-
Oshima, but life there was quite miserable. The discrimination against
Hansen’s disease patients was harsh. The younger sister of Harumi’s
mother was even divorced simply because there were patients in her
family, and she was left to take care of two children by herself. Harumi
stayed with this aunt until she grew up. She had to struggle with
poverty and unfair treatment from relatives, while enduring the
contemptuous words “you, daughter of a Hansen’s disease patient!”

In May 2001 the plaintiffs won the lawsuit against the Leprosy
Prevention Law. Accordingly, the family members of the deceased
Hansen’s disease patients like Harumi appealed to the court. In
preparing for the case, she collected information, examined her
mother’s history in the sanatorium, and met with the child-minders at
the nursery, her mother’s friends in Hoshizuka-Keiaien, and other
patients’ families, an experience that caused her to recall childhood
memories she had almost forgotten. This research note concerns
Harumi’s life story and how she was deprived of her family memories
by the Segregation Policy.

The interview was conducted in July 2010 at Amami City, by
Yasunori Fukuoka, Ai Kurosaka, and Sajik Kim. Harumi was 63 years
old when this interview was conducted, and follow-up interviews were
conducted in October 2010 and November 2011.

Key words: the Leprosy Prevention Law, children of Hansen’s
disease patients, life story
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