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Internationalization in the Nude  
By Chris Ott, 1 st yr ALT in Kumamoto City  

 

hatõs that? Waitéhuh? No way! Really? It is! Itõs a 

foreigner! Wow, itõs been a long time. Gee, when is the 

last time I used my English? Oh, she is just walking on 

by. Is she going to stop? Ah, it looks like she i snõt. Iõd 

really like to talk to her, though, but she looks busy. And anyway, 

what would I say?  Iõm not a brave person. Come on, you can do it. 

Stop her and say hi. But what to say? Think fast. No, I canõt. Ah, 

sheõs gone. Hmmm, I guess Iõll just wait a couple more years until 

I see a foreigner again. Iõm sure Iõll see another foreigner 

sometime, and next time maybe they wonõt be in a hurry and Iõll 

be brave enough to talk to them.  

 

Is thaté? Have I been sitting in this water too long? This heat must be going to my head. 

Hold on, yeah, yeah, oh it is! Thatõs a naked foreigner! Jackpot! When is the last time I 

used my English? Itõs been a while. Well, he isnõt going anywhere any time soon. And he 

looks a little nervous and vulnerable. Perfect! What should I  say? òAre you American?ó 

Donõt be stupid, not all foreigners are American. Maybe, òHello, where are you from?ó 

Yeah, thatõll do. Ok, here I go. Get ready naked foreigner, itõs English time.  

 

Onsens, what makes them the perfect places for a little interna tionalization and 

English conversation? First, going to an onsen is a great way blow Japanese peopleõs 

minds: many of them donõt think us foreigners enjoy partaking in a little public birthday 

suit soaking. They often seem surprised and genuinely happy to learn that some 

foreigners do enjoy the Japanese culture that is the onsen.  

òYou donõt mind being naked around strangers?ó  

òWell, at first it was strange. But now I love it, being in onsens, that is. So 

relaxing.ó 

òThatõs great! What is your favorite onsen? How long have you been in Japan? Do 

you like Kumamoto? Do you have a girlfriend? My daughter is single. Do you like shochu?ó  

Wow, this guy speaks great English.  

 

As many of us know, Japanese people open up when they find out you are 

interested in the ir culture. This is especially true for onsens. I mean, they are right in 

thinking that most people from other cultures are uncomfortable being naked around 

strangers ð excluding pole dancers and people at the San Francisco pride parade and the 

San Francisco Bay to Breakers run (man, I love S.F., and no, Iõm not gay ). So, when they 

W  
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find out that a foreigner likes onsens, they love it. You can see they take pride in knowing 

that that part of their culture is being appreciated and enjoyed by people from othe r 

cultures, especially since itõs a part of their culture that seems so foreign to most 

foreigners.   

Why are onsens the perfect place for English conversation? To begin with, you are 

in their territory, so, in my opinion, they are more comfortable around you. And of course, 

you are buck naked and vulnerable looking. Rolling around looking foreign and GQ in a 

nice suit can make one seem a little unapproachable, a too -cool-to-talk -to aura. Get naked 

in an onsen though, and you are the same as everyone else: fleshy and human. This is 

very conducive to conversation (take my word for it). Also, in an onsen you canõt run away, 

no going anywhere. Itõs a great chance for them to approach you. I donõt know about you 

gents, but Iõve had exceptional luck getting co-workers (back home in the States) to go on 

dates with me because they are more or less forced to be around me and listen to me until 

they eventually succumb to my charms. There is also ample time to think of something 

clever to say, no pressure because of a lack of time. In the onsen itõs no different. A 

Japanese person may have trouble approaching you on the street because, well, itõs hard a 

hard thing do. And they donõt know if you are in a hurry or going somewhere. Also, they 

donõt have enough time to think of what to say. However, when you are sitting in an onsen, 

chilling and relaxing, itõs a great chance for a Japanese person to approach you. They 

know you are not in a hurry to go anywhere, quite the opposite, in fact. And there is 

plenty of time to thin k of what to say - and you know their gears are turning and churning 

away as they try to come up with the perfect greeting.     

You might be thinking, are Japanese people really going to talk to me in English in 

an onsen? Well, it happens to me all the tim e. Even with my intimidating German 

complexion I still get approached. Below are some of my English -in -the-onsen experiences. 

Make sure to read the last one.   

 

Hinagu ( ) Onsen, near Yatsushiro city, Kumamoto ken:  

While unwinding in the silky waters of this townõs onsen center after a long weekõs 

work, an old man is his 80õs approached me and asked me, òWhere are you from,ó in really 

clear, slightly British accented English. We got to talking, and it turned out that he was a 

retired English teacher. Heõd retired some 30 years ago. He still studied English almost 

every day, though. He even had an English textbook with him that day. I asked him if he 

had any foreign or English speaking friends. He said no. In fact, I was the first native 

English speaker he had spoken to in a LONG TIME. All that time studying, and he had no 

one to talk to in English L. Needless to say, I had lunch with him at the onsenõs 

restaurant. During lunch we talked about his long life, life in pre -war and post -war Japan, 

his few travel s overseas, and a host of other things. After lunch he gave me a walking tour 

of the town. He took me to the town shrine, and he even showed me an outdoor sumo ring 

where sumo tournaments with guests numbering in the thousands were once held! It was 
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a great day, that day. Iõm glad he was able to use his English, which he works so hard on 

keeping up. Since that day I hope heõs met another person to speak English with... 

 

Nagayu ( ) Onsen, near Taketa city in Oita ken:  

I was sitting in an outdoor pool lazily  watching the lazy river meander through the 

small lazy town. There was a little kid, maybe 7 years old in the pool, too. He seemed 

mesmerized by my foreignness, so I decided to give him a little shock.  

òHello!ó 

Besides hello, he didnõt speak much English. But his father, who joined us outside 

shortly after, did. We started talking, and his English was great. He told me that he had 

done his undergraduate degree in New York, but that that was ten plus years ago and 

since coming back to Japan he hadnõt had many chances to use his English. I was more 

than happy to give him a chance to dust off his rusty English, and we had a nice 30 

minute chat about America, American culture, Japan, and onsens.  

 

Fukumotoya ( ) Onsen, in Kokonoe town, Oita ken.  

In this cave  onsen I talked with an engineer from Fukuoka. His English was pretty 

good, and his two little girls that were with him enjoyed using what English they had 

learned in school. He also though it was funny that I thought he was gay because he kept 

referring t o his coworker as his partner. (I must say, he and his òpartneró sure take a lot of 

trips together.) That day he learned the difference between partner and coworker.  

 

 

 

 

Fukumotoya ( ) Onsen 
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Kafuutei ( ) Onsen, Kikuka town, Kumamoto ken:  

While doing some serious relaxing in this onsenõs seriously nice water, a Japanese 

guy approached and asked me where I was from. His English was not good, but it wasnõt 

bad either. We talked for a bit, and eventually his high school -age son came over and 

joined in the conversation. During the conversation I learned that the guy has a 

motorcycle. So do I! He also is in a motorcycle club. Well, you know that after getting out 

of the onsen I made sure that we exchanged co ntact info. Iõm looking forward to going 

riding with his motorcycle club sometime soon.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yunoyatai ( ─ ) Onsen, in Koshi city, Kumamoto ken:  

At this onsen a junior high kid sat down next to me and in English asked me if I 

liked onsens. Using simple English we talked for about 10 minutes, and before he left he 

told me (in Japanese) that he goes to that onsen every Sunday night with his family and 

that he hoped to see me there again so that we could chat more.  

 

Ootani no Yu ( ─ ) Onsen, in Ozu town, Kumamoto ken:  

Here three older gay men wearing gold necklaces surrounded me like vultures 

circling a juic y road kill and talked to me in English for a bit. After they got the drift that I 

wasnõt interested they drifted away. Not the best English experience for myself, but a good 

one to laugh about.   

 

On the way to an onsen  
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Sumoto Onsen, Kappa Roman Inn (  ꜡ⱴfi ), near Amakusa city, 

Kumamoto ken:  

At this onsen I chatted with a friendly older gentleman who used to run a Higo 

Bank branch in the city. He had needed to use English at his job when doing business 

overseas, and his English wasnõt bad considering he hadnõt used it in many years. We had 

a nice, leisurely 30 minute conversation about Japan, onsens, retired life, and sushi.  

 

San san no yu (↕╪↕╪─╝) Onsen, in Kikuyo town, Kumamoto ken:  

While simmering in one of the outdoor baths at this onsen an older guy came over 

and asked if I spoke English. This gentleman had lived in California for ten years when he 

was in his 20õs and 30õs, and his English was pretty good. He was excited to hear that I 

was from California, and we talked in the onsen for a fairly long time. He asked me if Iõd 

have lunch with him at the restaurant at the onsen and I said sure. At the restaurant we 

met up with his two lady  friends, both snack girls (at 2 in the afternoon?!). We had a nice 

lunch and he said he wanted to introduce me to a friend of his. A couple days later I had 

dinner with this friend. This friend happens to be extremely wealthy. He owns two 

hospitals, he ow ns a hotel in Kumamoto, and he owns a bunch of other stuff.  And he is 

more than happy to treat one to a 10,000 yen night of food and drinking for some English 

conversation. (Is that English prostitution?) Truthfully, out of all of my onsen experiences 

this one wasnõt the best, being that I prefer the low-class simple life and would rather go 

to a rural restaurant than a high class downtown restaurant. But, I am sure there are 

plenty of you that wouldnõt mind nights of free blowfish soap dinners followed by karaoke 

at classy snack bars and all the top -shelf whiskey you can drink, so good luck making 

friends at the onsens!  

 

I hope I have shown that onsens can be great places for internationalization and 

English conversation, not just relaxing and forgetting a bout all your worries. To those of 

you that currently frequent onsens ð yaya! To those of you that havenõt yet come to love 

onsens, I hope you give them a try. òPut yourself out thereó for a little English 

conversation.   

A final thought. Onsens are places  for relaxing, oh such good relaxing, and a part 

of that relaxation comes from the silence that onsens offer. No voices, no talking vending 

machines, no city sounds, just the sounds of splashing water and sometimes whirring fans. 

Yet, here I have talked ab out English conversation in the onsen. A renõt I being rude by 

speaking in the onsen? To that I say, òWhen in Rome, do as the Romans do.ó In all the 

above experiences, I didnõt start the conversations; it was Japanese people that started 

talking to me. If they think the chance to speak English wa rrants breaking the silence in 

an onsen, then I am more than happy to go along with it. Itõs all in the spirit of English 

language exchange. 

Happy onsening!              TOP
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Spring Photos by Michael Hofmeyr  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My wife, Ana, volunte ering at a tea stand during the  Hinamatsuri parade in Hitoyo shi 

Spring blossoms near Fukuoka Castle  

Young and old alike swing fire to cleanse their souls at the 
Aso Fire Festival  
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Young and old alike swing fi re to cleanse 
their souls at the Aso Fire Festival  

Two sakura blossoms sneaked away from 
the crowd for a little peace and quiet  








