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Recovering a Voice Lost for 32 Years:
An Interview at Hoshizuka-Keiaien, a Hansen’s Disease Asylum

Yasunori FUKUOKA & A1 KUROSAKA

This is the life story of a man who spent over 50 years in a Hansen’s
disease asylum. Teruo Yuki was born in Miyazaki Prefecture 1930. He
was confined in Hoshizuka-Keiaien in Kagoshima in December 1955.
When this interview was conducted in August 2008, he was 78 years
old. The interviewers were Yasunori Fukuoka, Ai Kurosaka, and Nao
Shimonishi.

Teruo developed a nodule in his trachea due to Hansen’s disease
when he was 18, which made him unable to speak smoothly. The
nodule grew larger, and by the time he was 20 Teruo was unable to
sleep because of difficulty in breathing and began to worry about dying.
A doctor from the asylum visited his home to convince him to enter the
facility. At the beginning, his mother turned down the suggestion
because she was afraid that the fact that her son had the disease would
be revealed to the neighborhood, but later she contacted the doctor and
had him admitted to Keiaien.

The day after he entered the facility, Teruo underwent an operation.
An incision was made in his trachea and a cannula was inserted.
Although he lost his voice, he became able to breathe much more
comfortably. In the asylum, he was assigned to the “Disabled
Dormitory.” They did not have enough doctors, and when he was
injured staff without medical licenses amputated his fingers and toes. In
1988, a doctor at Kagoshima University recommended that he undergo
an operation to remove the cannula, which he accepted. In 1990 he
recovered his voice. His family back in his hometown had hidden the
fact that he had been institutionalized, and he had not contacted his
elder brother for 43 years.

Teruo’s life story is a symbolic case that testifying two things. First,
he was a special patient in an asylum who experienced the installation
of a cannula and lost his voice for over 30 years. The staff and even
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other patients in the facility ignored or insulted him. “No one talked to
me for almost 20 years,” he said, noting that he was grateful for the
very few people who tried to communicate with him.

Second, his symptoms did not improve despite his living during a
time when treatments for Hansen’s disease had already been developed.
Under the Segregation Policy, treatment of Hansen’s disease was
practiced only in the asylums, and other hospitals both public and
private were not permitted to treat the disease. On the other hand, his
mother was afraid of the discrimination against those afflicted with the
disease, and consequently did not send her son to the facility until his
symptoms became critical. Teruo stated that his symptoms would have
been less severe had his mother sent him to the facility earlier. However,
his mother’s decision was actually the result of the Segregation Policy,
which confined the treatment of Hansen’s disease to the asylums, and
the discrimination against patients in Japanese society.

For Teruo, an important experience was encountering an excellent
medical team which saved his life and restored his voice. He also
strongly believes that the state helped him. As a result, he did not join
the plaintiffs in the lawsuit against the Hansen’s Disease Prevention
Law.

Key words: Hansen’s disease, segregation policy, life story
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