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Yaku Island is My First Home and Keiaien is My Final

Home: Interview at Hoshizuka-Keiaien, a Hansen’s Disease Facility
Yasunori FUKUOKA & Ai KUROSAKA

This is the life story of a man in his 70s who is living in
Hoshizuka-Keiaien, a national Hansen’s disease facility.

Mr. Yoichiro Iwakawa was born in Yaku Island, Kagoshima
Prefecture in 1937. He was brought to Hoshizuka-Keiaien at Kanoya
City in Kagoshima Prefecture by his father on May 23, 1948.

The first interview was practiced on December 26, 2007 at the head’s
office of the Hoshizuka-Keiaien residents’ association. Mr. Iwakawa
was 70 years old when the interview was practiced. Interviewers are
Yasunori Fukuoka, Ai Kurosaka, and Nao Shimonishi. The follow-up
interview was added on August 17, 2008 at the same place with same
interviewers as the first one.
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Currently Mr. Iwakawa is serving as the head of the residents’
association of Hoshizuka-Keiaien. It seems he believes that Hansen’s
disease facilities were helpful for the survival of Hansen’s disease
patients. Mr. Iwakawa says that he did not feel any loneliness when he
was sent to the facility at the age of eleven. He had to transfer the
school when his father moved his work place from Yakushima Town
Hall to Kagoshima Prefecture Office. He did not have any friends in the
new school but met many young patients of his age in the facility to
enjoy playing baseball. Thanks to this circumstance, he was able to
grow up without loneliness. A few years later his father also entered
Hoshizuka-Keiaien (Mr. Iwakawa considers that his father would have
received a misdiagnosis) but was released later with the good condition
after the Promin treatment. Although everyone in Yakushima knew
about the father’s Hansen’s disease history, it did not disturb his
father’s 12 years carrier and leadership as a town councilor. His father
was a role model of Mr. Iwakawa. His father taught him that he did not
need to feel inferior complex for Hansen’s disease.

Although the effectiveness of the Segregation Policy was weakened,
many Hansen’s disease ex-patients had to stay in the facility due to the
so-called, ‘invisible bondage.” However, Mr. Iwakawa left the facility
to get his driver’s license. He enjoyed his youthful life at his hometown
Yakushima as a truck driver. The only concern was the possibility of
the recurrence of Hansen’s disease for working hard. He had
voluntarily returned to Hoshizuka-Keiaien whenever his health
condition became worse even if he did not have recurrence symptoms
of Hansen’s disease. He said, “I have diverse work experiences.” He
joined in construction work of Ikawa Dam in Shizuoka Prefecture with
his colleagues but, sadly, did not earn any salary. He also commuted
from Hoshizuka-Keiaien to a gas station run by the owner who
understood Hansen’s disease well. Mr. Iwakawa occasionally returned
to his hometown. He joined in fishing of flying fish on the sea of
Yakushima. He also worked as a farmer to grow oranges for 3 years
after his father died. He took care of his old mother and also helped his
younger sister who divorced for the discrimination for the family
members of Hansen’s disease. Despite of these experiences, Mr.
Iwakawa who became old now says, ‘returning to society is difficult for
me’ and ‘my final home is Hoshizuka-Keiaien.” It seems that the
facility was a sort of haven for him when he encountered rough waves
of society.

However, he also says that there were some problems with the
Segregation Policy. His father was forced to resign from his work
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position when he entered the facility, and his sister suffered from
mental illness after the divorce for the family history of Hansen’s
disease. He got married to a woman whom he met in the facility but
they were forced to have an abortion when his wife was pregnant. He
was the one of the victims of the cruelness of the Segregation Policy.
Currently the number of the residents in the Hansen’s disease facility
is obviously decreasing due to the members’ death for age. It means
that the fate of the residents’ association is not that bright. Mr. Iwakawa,
as the head of the association, is struggling to find another future of
Hoshizuka-Keiaien.
Keywords: Hansen’s disease, Segregation Policy, life story
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