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 Driving down either one of the two main roads 
of the small city of Hondo, the commercial hub of the 
beautiful yet inaka Amakasa Islands, most foreigners 
would be unimpressed by the seemingly uninterest-
ing number of shops and restaurants. An Internet 
cafe, a McDonald's, a kaiten sushi joint and a combi-
ni at the end of every block are not sights that make 
a town any different than every other city across 
Japan. However, one place in Hondo that will 
undoubtedly catch a westerner's eye is a small 
izakaya located conveniently right down the street 
from four of the five Hondo ALTs. 

What makes this place so strikingly odd and appealing 
is its unfitting nature to the rest of the town. In the 
fastest depopulating area of Japan, one would not 
expect to see a happening wrestling theme bar in its 
center.  
 Actually, I don't know if anywhere one would 
expect to see a wrestling theme bar, but it works. With 
a full size pro wrestler cut out in front, one enters the 
small shop to an overwhelming collection of wrestling 
paraphernalia covering every inch of the place. The 
combination of the inviting and enthusiastic owner, a 
wall full of huge men wearing just their underwear and 
masks, a ￥1500 all you can drink deal, and actual 
wrestling masks to wear and take pictures with 
creates the perfect recipe for a successful night. Even 
without trying the food we recommend this place to 
anyone who finds themselves in Hondo and is looking 
for a good time. Don't be surprised if you bump into 
one of the Amakusa ALTs, mask on, shirt off and 
enjoying themselves to the fullest.

Zack Kraushar

リングサイド/R ings i d e 
a b izarre gem

3

Ready to party at Rinsgside. 2013. Hondo Town, Amakusa City. (image courtesy of Zack Kraushar) 



 Before I left for Japan, some people were worried 
about me being a black female going to a country that is 
still for the most part racially homogeneous. Especially in 
the isolated countryside where there is less cultural 
exchange, some people were afraid that I would feel so 
alienated that it would affect my quality of life.
In preparation, I went to a JET seminar on "Being 
African-American in Japan." Our discussion leader men-
tioned that Japanese people were going to assume 
certain things about you:
# 1 You like hip-hop and rap music. Check. 
#2 You are good at sports, particularly running. Um 
Check. 
#3 You like to and are good at dancing. Uh I would like to 
think 'Check.' 
Way to be the stereotype Adele. 
 But being the stereotype is easy right? I guess 
knowing that I already fit the mold of what many Japa-
nese people thought of African-Americans, I felt like I did 
not have too much to worry about. I didn't enter this 
country with the self-conscious tick of always trying to 
prove positive stereotypes in order to deflect disappoint-
ment, and the lack of (as far as I can tell) negative 
stereotypes in the Japanese discourse further alleviated 
my fear of racism.
 So I'm writing to tell the worrying people back 
home that I have felt nothing but welcome here! I realize 
that as I enter my second month of stay that I may still be 
experiencing "Stage 1 Culture Shock," a euphoric state of 
being that comes with pair of rose-colored glasses. 
Nevertheless, I cannot deny that the people of Asagiri are 
incredibly friendly and very curious to learn about my life, 
my culture, and my way of thinking. At get-togethers they 
ask me what I eat for breakfast everyday; to my utter 
surprise at a drinking party I was asked to explain the 
nature of transgenderism (I'm assuming they didn't think I 
was, you know...). With their big gap-toothed smiles, the 
school kids climb all over me, physically showing their 
willingness to talk and listen to my butchered Japanese. 
The best part about children is they genuinely don't care 
if you sound funny or if you're grammar is all off. They 
are just happy to get to know you. I hope to reflect the 
same sort of curiosity, minus all the poking and boob 
grabbing.
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masks, a ￥1500 all you can drink deal, and actual 
wrestling masks to wear and take pictures with 
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Experiencing racial differences in japan

Adele JacksoN-Gibson

4



 One motif that is always running through my 
mind is race conceptualization and how it manifests 
itself from country to country. I have written about 
my experience in France and how people reacted to 
my light eyes. There I didn't stand out in Paris due 
to my clothes or my strange accent because before 
I could even open my mouth people noticed the 
discordance between my skin and eye color. People 
complimented me for wearing cool contacts. In 
France, "black" often meant African and "white" 
was, well, "white." Anything in-between was consid-
ered foreign and exotic--manufactured even.
 Here in Japan it's simply about my skin 
color. To the kids I'm known as "Brown Person" 
which in America would be considered a racially 
insensitive title; some think I spent a little too much 
time tanning; and some kids just cry at the sight of 
me (I try not to think about the last part). But I 
recognize all of this as their honest expression of 
witnessing something alien. They have to somehow 
situate me in their reality. So for now I am just that 
simplistic image: the large scary brown person who 
does indeed prefer to hang in the sun contrary to 
the average Japanese woman.
 Though their conception of me will deepen 
and grow overtime, I will forever be a "gaijin" or a 
foreigner in Japan. No blending in here. Most of the 
time that's fine with me. I'm not going to lie, I take 
advantage of the "gaijin card"--especially when I 
accidentally drive on the wrong side of the road, or 
when I forget to take my shoes off at the door, or 
when I forget to use honorific verbs--because I 
don't know any better. People are very forgiving of 
my mistakes.
 However, sometimes the outsider status is 
strange. I recall the first time I went out to a club in 
Kumamoto City. I was with fellow JETs to celebrate 
a long week of orientation. A Japanese couple kept  

coming up to me to dance on me. If my friends and I 
ever got on a platform, people stopped to stare. 
Everything we did was funny and we became the 
main attraction. For most of the night I actually 
played into it (I mean it was fun getting all of that 
attention), but I slowly developed a sour taste in my 
mouth. I felt like I was becoming a doll for their 
entertainment. I twiddled my hands above my friend's 
head, mimicking the hand of a marionette puppeteer. 
We laughed.
 I thought back upon the conversations I had 
with some Japanese women in that club and the idea 
of "accessorizing with the token," or the idea of 
hanging with minorities for social means. These 
women complained of the strict nature of Japanese 
culture. I was cool to them because I represented the 
freedom, rebelliousness, and confidence that Black 
American hip-hop culture tends to profess. They 
invited me into a separate room. Was this acces-
sorizing? Not quite. Their assumptions about me only 
sparked a mutual curiosity that made me more of a 
token of cultural exchange. I began to feel less 
uneasy about the former circus performance.
 To many Japanese people my skin and my 
hair hold so much weight. In Japan, you are either 
100% Japanese or you are not at all and children 
learn to discern "gaijin" at a very young age. Even I 
am starting to develop a distinguishing eye. I'm 
noticing differences in facial features, and I started to 
wonder about kids who look even just a little bit 
different... or kids who were of mixed race. The times 
are changing in Japan; there are more and more 
interracial marriages thanks to the expat influx so 
naturally, there are more and more mixed race babies 
running around. In Japanese they are called "hafu" or 
"half" regardless of how mixed they are. Given the 
way I am treated, I can only imagine how alienated 
these kids feel in their own country. People may 
assume that these kids speak English and may be 
disappointed when they don't; people may assume 
they don't know Japanese; and worst of all these kids 
are sometimes teased and bullied. This is an issue 
that people are beginning to talk about and there is a 
documentary about this dilemma coming out in 
October. It's called "Hafu." I recommend that you 
check it out if you ever get the chance!

Adele, pictured left. 2013. (photo courtesy of Adele Jackson-Gibson)
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 Maybe you saw one of the posters around town.  
Maybe you noticed a sudden surge of foreigners in the 
city.  Maybe you didn’t have a clue!  But from October 
7-11 the cities of Kumamoto and Minamata hosted a 
diplomatic conference for the United Nations Environment 
Program (UNEP) called the “Conference of Plenipotentia-
ries on the Minamata Convention on Mercury.”  Yes, I 
know.  “Plenipotentiaries” is a word you wish you could 
use (and spell correctly) nonchalantly in your everyday 
life; it refers to a person, usually a diplomat, who is 
invested with powers to represent his or her nation, 
usually for the occasion of signing an international agree-
ment.  The Minamata Convention is an agreement that 
representatives from over 140 countries and areas 
throughout the world signed on October 10th to create 
global, legally-binding regulations for the use, exchange, 
and disposal of mercury throughout the world.  Though 
there are critics who point out that the convention lacks 
the power to enforce some of its own articles, relying too 
much on the good behavior of nations to regulate them-
selves, the convention nevertheless represents a huge 
first step in regulating a very toxic substance on our 
planet.
 Why Kumamoto?  Why “The Minamata Conven-
tion?”  If you have not made time in your busy ALT sched-
ule to study up on Kumamoto’s history, then you might 
not know that Minamata, the most southern municipality 
in the prefecture, and the surrounding area is/was the 
sight of the worst environmental disaster involving mercu-
ry in history.  For decades, methyl-mercury containing 
effluent was discharged into Minamata Bay by a local 
factory, eventually accumulating in fish and shellfish.  
Those who ate the fish in large quantities (and for preg-
nant mothers, their unborn children) were afflicted with 
various forms of mercury poisoning which came to be 
called “Minamata Disease.”  Although we understand it 
now in retrospect, at the time the cause of the disease 
was not immediately clear and many people had fears 
that it was contagious or hereditary. The resulting 
discrimination, cover-ups, denials, corruption, and inter-
nal struggles in the city, where one in four were depen-
dent on the factory for their livelihood, led to a truly 
horrifying public health and social disaster.  Almost sixty 
years after the first outbreak and after decades of 
lawsuits between the victims, 

E r ik Sm ith

The UN COmes to kumamoto
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 at the opening ceremony on October 9th that the 
word “Minamata” will from now on become a word 
symbolizing hope, a word which recalls Minamata’s 
efforts to overcome its dark past and build a brighter 
future, and not one that represents pain and suffer-
ing.  Many other leaders at the conference shared 
similarly positive outlooks for the naming of the 
convention. 
 Why does the Minamata Convention concern 
me? Well, as the CIR of Minamata, it was not only my 
job to translate, re-translate, or edit most of the 
English signs, pamphlets, menus, and posters around 
the city and in the Minamata Disease Museum; I also 
got to interpret for the Mayor of Minamata City on the 
day the conference members came to Minamata.  
Having found that my spoken Japanese had deterio-
rated from too much time spent silently working at my 
computer, thinking and writing mostly in English, I 
was not very confident that I could do my job well, 
but luckily I only had to accommodate for a few 
diplomats who came up to exchange pleasantries and 
thank the mayor for hosting.  The highlight of my 
experience was interpreting for the mayor during the 
private meeting between the chair of UNEP, the 
mayor of Minamata, and the governor of Kumamoto.  
The governor of Kumamoto and the chairman both 
speak English, so I only had to interpret for the 
mayor.  I was able to follow for most of the short 
conversation, but when suddenly the governor and 

 

the chairman, who both spent time at Harvard, start-
ed discussing about where they lived in Boston, I had 
to give up and say to the Mayor “They’re talking 
about Harvard; just smile and nod.”
 Although it was hot and humid, I felt that the 
day of the conference spent in Minamata was a great 
success.  I was glad to see that many of those who 
visited Minamata were moved by the beauty of the 
restored Minamata bay and by the talks made by the 
victims of the disease. It was nice to see all of the 
things I had translated over the last two months being 
put to good use.  While I spent the day mostly among 
VIPs and security police who look liked they stepped 

The Minister of the Environment, the Executive Director of 
UNEP, the Governor of Kumamoto, and the Mayor of Minamata 

at the tree planting ceremony. Minamata City. 2013.

 

7

the factory, and the national and prefectural govern-
ments, many, but not all of the afflicted have come 
to receive compensation and medical benefits.  The 
national, prefectural, and local governments worked 
together to clean up the bay, and now Minamata is 
renowned for its beautiful nature, safe and healthy 
fish, and its efforts to protect the environment.  It 
earned the title of “Japan’s Top Eco-City” in 2010, 
and for many years now students, academics, and 
professionals have been coming from around the 
world to study about Minamata Disease, mercury, 
and the city’s effort to mend social wounds and build 
a sustainable and environmentally-friendly communi-
ty.
 Unlike other famous international agreements 
you might know of, such as the Kyoto Protocol, 
which was given its name only because it happened 
to be the place that hosted the conference where it 
was adopted, the christening of the convention on 
mercury as the “Minamata Convention” has a 
purpose.  Although there are those who debate the 
use of the name for fear it will ossify the city’s 
reputation of a polluted past, or because they 
believe it hypocritical to use the name when the 
issue of the disease, such as the compensation of 
all the victims, has not been fully solved, others 
believe it is a first big step towards readdressing the 
problem and preventing similar disasters from 
occurring in other parts of the world.  Executive 
Director of UNEP, Achim Steiner, said in his speech-



 Offering paper cranes at the Minamata Disease Memorial. 
The restored Minamata Bay can be seen in the 

background. Minamata City. 2013.

out of the Matrix sans jet-black sunglasses, there 
were many moments when I couldn’t help but feel 
that these very important people were just people.  
They talked about their kids, made awkward 
conversation at the receptions, took pictures with 
their iPhones, rejoiced when they ran into old 
acquaintances, and even talked about being 
nervous before making their speeches.  

It was a rare opportunity to get a peek into the 
diplomatic world, and a reminder that even diplo-
mats, who seem to live in a dimension where all 
matters are of international importance, are human 
too.  Let’s all hope that the convention is success-
ful and that people all over the world will come to 
know of Kumamoto and Minamata’s efforts to lead 
the world in environmental protection efforts.
  

 Offering paper cranes at the Minamata Disease Memorial. 
The restored Minamata Bay can be seen in the 

background. Minamata City. 2013.
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global, legally-binding regulations for the use, exchange, 
and disposal of mercury throughout the world.  Though 
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Zachary Johnson

Out in Japan

 Growing up at the edge of Chicago’s western 
suburbs, being gay was a non-issue. I was fortunate 
to have accepting, if unprepared parents, and a high 
school where being out, while not too common, was 
met with either acceptance or tolerance. I felt comfort-
able referencing my sexuality in history, English, and 
art assignments and was never harassed by students 
or teachers. Entering college, some of my high school 
friends came out while others who had been perhaps 
silently uncomfortable with homosexuality, changed 
their minds and grew more openly accepting. At the 
same time, the greater culture, at least in the 
Midwest, seemed to be becoming more and more 
open. 
 The ease I felt in being gay is much of the 
reason why I don’t have a strong sense of gay identi-
ty. Despite occasional harassment in my college town, 
it’s not something I ever had to suffer much for. I tend 
to take my identity from my religion, hometown, family 
history, and participation in the art community, and 
consider my sexuality when it’s relevant. Needless to 
say, out of a relationship from age twenty to twen-
ty-four, being gay wasn’t something I thought about 
much. Then I came to Japan.
 I wondered what issues I would face, and 
chose to sit in on the LGBT workshop at Tokyo Orien-
tation. One presenter told us that it was up to us 
whether to be out or not, but that the issue probably 
wouldn’t come up. The division between public and 
private life was different in Japan, so people usually 
didn’t ask about relationships, he went on. But the 
truth for me has been that everyone does.
 I had to decide quickly how to respond. I had 
been out since I was 16, and had only gone back into 
the closet during a summer job working with 
homophobic teen boys from Qatar. I felt ashamed that 
I had made that decision and was determined not to 
closet myself again. So, I compromised. I decided 
when asked the inevitable “Do you have a girlfriend?” 
to tell the truth as much as possible, but stop short of 
divulging that I was gay when at work. The more I 
answered that I was gay when outside of school, the 
easier it became. And at work, I slowly told a few 
coworkers, first the counselor, offering to help any 
students with LGBT issues, then the special ed. 
teacher, a coworker I was close with. 9
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 But as the months wore on, I started to feel 
dishonest. Others within the JET program worried 
about me and gently advised me to stay silent. But 
things were starting to build up. In playing it safe 
and trying to adjust to a more conservative culture, I 
had begun hiding parts of myself. Should I tell my 
coworkers that I host couch surfers? No, a friend 
advised. Can I dress more colorfully at school? Best 
to stick with darks and neutrals, another friend told 
me. Maybe I shouldn’t joke around so much with 
students, or bring up that trans bar I went to with 
friends, I thought to myself. My religion, Quakerism, 
places a high value on telling the truth, but I felt I’d 
given that up to fit in. Eventually, things came to a 
breaking point. While driving to a Christmas festival 
in the northern part of my town, I pulled onto the 
shoulder and just sat there, rain pouring over the 
car. I couldn’t go on hiding so much. It’s not what I 
felt God wanted of me and it’s not how I wanted to 
live my life. I decided from then on that all I could 
do was be myself, and that meant being honest.
 I began to open up with students and teach-
ers about my life. When the science teacher asked 
me about my weekend, I mentioned the trans 
burlesque show I went to. When I hosted two Italian 
couchsurfers, I explained couchsurfing to my 
coworkers and brought the Italians to school. When 
the office worker at the elementary school pressed 
me about my dating history in the middle of staff 
room, I told her I’d had a boyfriend years ago and 
was looking for a husband. 
 I’ve been mostly met with silence. After the 
initial “oh”, I am never questioned about my relation-
ship status or sexuality again. Though I doubt the 
residents of Amakusa have met many openly LGBT 
people, it seems to be a topic most would rather not 
discuss. At times I’m surprised at the lengths to 
which this silence goes. Last weekend I was at a bar 
talking with a stranger and the bartender about 
discrimination. When I mentioned I’d been frisked 
and had my car searched by the local police for a 
minor traffic violation, they responded that that was 
unfair and discriminatory. Later, when I told them I’d 
had gay slurs yelled at me in my college town, they 
changed the subject.
 My JTEs are the same. I came out to one of 
them after an incident where he teased a student in 
front of the class for accidentally making a gay 
sentence in English. After his initial apology, the 
topic never came up again. My other JTE is a 
master of talking around hot topics. The ways he 
manages to discuss my gay status while not 
discussing it is almost as impressive as it is bizarre. 
One surprise has been that even after people know 
I’m gay, their hetero-normative attitudes remain. As 
if they’re on autopilot, a coworker will wink and  

nudge at me about all the “girls I must be looking 
forward to meeting at Tokyo Orientation” or “that new 
female ALT who just moved in across town”. I look at 
them thinking, “What is this? You know I’m gay.” The 
most illogical incident was when the director of a local 
cultural center continuously tried to set me up with the 
purportedly lesbian, young office worker. I thought to 
myself, “No matter how much you want us to go 
grocery shopping together after craft class, it’s not 
going to happen!”
 I’m annoyed with the silence around my sexu-
ality and the jokes about female coworkers and me 
going to love hotels. But more than this, I worry about 
LGBT Japanese people growing up in this environ-
ment. I talked to a Japanese friend of mine about 
living as a gay man in Japan. He said that though he 
wasn’t out while growing up or currently at work or to 
his family, he wasn’t unhappy. He was out to dozens 
of friends and had the Internet as an outlet as well. 
He said his wish was that being gay was just an 
everyday thing. That’s how it had been in Chicago, I 
thought. I missed that.
 I look at my students in class, and I worry. 
Have any of them discovered that they’re queer? One 
of the things I wished for as a teenager was to have 
an older gay role model. When I was eighteen I went 
to Tokyo and stayed with a Canadian coworker ’s 
brother. He had been living for decades with his 
Japanese significant other, and the two days with 
them left such an impact on me. Though we barely 
discussed gay issues, just being in the presence of a 
healthy, adult, gay relationship was so important to 
me at that time. It made me feel less alone in it all. I 
wish I could give that feeling to my students. But I’m 
afraid of being out to them because I have no idea 
what the consequences would be. How would I deal 
with possible harassment from students? From 
parents? What if the faculty handled those issues 
badly? I’m reminded of a former Amakusa ALT who 
was out at his school. The administration reacted 
badly and grew suspicious of his relationship with 
male students. Things turned sour, and he chose not 
to renew his contract. Who’s to say my school would 
be any different?
 Japan has reframed my sexuality as something 
more challenging and important than I experienced in 
the US. In my conversations with people, I can see a 
larger social problem, and in my actions, I can contrib-
ute in some small way to its solution.  As feminists 
say, “the personal is political.” At the end of this JET 
year, I’ll be happy to return home to a more open and 
accepting environment, but until then, I have to do my 
best to navigate this closed culture – not just for 
myself, but for those in similar situations who can’t 
leave so easily.
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 Learning a language can be difficult. No amount of book 
work can prepare you for the little cultural innuendos or dirtier 
words that you will never find in your textbook. I for one had this 
happen on two occasions, both of which were in very inappropri-
ate locations. 
 The first time I ever made an “oh no” moment was during 
my first week in Japan. I was staying in a hotel near my village 
while my housing was being taken care of. Every morning I would 
eat breakfast in the hotel café where the food is prepared by 
elderly women behind a large stone counter. The food, though 
delicious, was always just too much for me to eat that early in the 
morning. After three days of only finishing a third of my food one 
of the old ladies came up to ask me why I wasn’t able to finish 
everything. Looking back, I should have known better than to say 
what I did so loudly. But at the time I thought “this is my moment 
to shine” and “I can show all these Japanese people my mad 
skills.” I thought back to my Japanese lessons in the states, 
thinking about everyday conversations and how many Japanese 
people shorten their words and sentences to show they are com-
fortable with the person and the language they are using. I 
thought I could do this with the phrase "おなかがいっぱい"、
which means “I'm full”. I took the first character and the last two 
hoping to make a short new word to express my fulness. All I can 
say is that I am an idiot. The new brilliant word I used was おっぱ
い which I am sure for anyone who has ever had a conversation 
with a Japanese person under the age of thirty will know means 
boobs. I didn’t. 
 I, very loudly, proclaimed that I was OPPAI while rubbing 
my entire torso to show that I was indeed very oppai. The old 
woman burst into laughter and so did all the businessmen around 
me. I thought they were just so shocked that an American chick 
knew Japanese; so I smirked and internally high-fived myself. It 
wasn’t until I returned to my room to check the word that I realized 
my mistake. I face palmed and contemplated never going to 
breakfast again. To this day whenever I go near that hotel, the 
staff point to me and wave saying “Good morning Oppai-sensei”.  
 My second “Oh no” was actually in one of my elementary 
school classes. It was our body parts lesson, and I thought I 
would make a couple of jokes to get the kids comfortable with 
some of the more difficult words. We worked on the words for the 
head first, and when we got to the chin I popped in a quick joke 
about our vice principal. He is a heftier guy with a couple of extra 
layers under his chin. I explained the best way to remember the 
word chin in English was to picture the vice principal and count

Mel i s sa barcellos

My “Oh no" moments
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how many chins he has. So I jokingly pointed to a 
picture and said “Chin, chin". The Vice-principal has 
two chins”. The kids were roaring with laughter, and 
even the teacher was giggling behind her hand. I 
thought it was because my joke was just that funny, 
but in reality I had given the kids enough ammo and 
blackmail for a year. The word chinchin, I came to 
learn, is a childish way to say penis. The kids from 
that point on when asked about body parts would 
stick their pointer finger out from their chin to make 
a small penis chin, giggling, saying that they had a 
face chinchin. I still haven’t lived that one down with 
my teachers. My only saving grace is that they 
haven’t told the vice-principal, which I am assuming 
is out of consideration for both mine and their own 
self preservation. The point is that in any language 
mistakes will be made. But regardless of your 
mistakes, all you can do is laugh it off and know 
better next time. Besides, being a foreigner in 
Japan, they already assume you are kind of nutters, 
you might as well live up to that title.

First Full moon. Yamae village. 2013. (photo credit: Melissa 
Barcellos)

Nothing like walking a cow in the morning. Yamae village. 2013. 
(photo credit: Melissa Barcellos)

 But as the months wore on, I started to feel 
dishonest. Others within the JET program worried 
about me and gently advised me to stay silent. But 
things were starting to build up. In playing it safe 
and trying to adjust to a more conservative culture, I 
had begun hiding parts of myself. Should I tell my 
coworkers that I host couch surfers? No, a friend 
advised. Can I dress more colorfully at school? Best 
to stick with darks and neutrals, another friend told 
me. Maybe I shouldn’t joke around so much with 
students, or bring up that trans bar I went to with 
friends, I thought to myself. My religion, Quakerism, 
places a high value on telling the truth, but I felt I’d 
given that up to fit in. Eventually, things came to a 
breaking point. While driving to a Christmas festival 
in the northern part of my town, I pulled onto the 
shoulder and just sat there, rain pouring over the 
car. I couldn’t go on hiding so much. It’s not what I 
felt God wanted of me and it’s not how I wanted to 
live my life. I decided from then on that all I could 
do was be myself, and that meant being honest.
 I began to open up with students and teach-
ers about my life. When the science teacher asked 
me about my weekend, I mentioned the trans 
burlesque show I went to. When I hosted two Italian 
couchsurfers, I explained couchsurfing to my 
coworkers and brought the Italians to school. When 
the office worker at the elementary school pressed 
me about my dating history in the middle of staff 
room, I told her I’d had a boyfriend years ago and 
was looking for a husband. 
 I’ve been mostly met with silence. After the 
initial “oh”, I am never questioned about my relation-
ship status or sexuality again. Though I doubt the 
residents of Amakusa have met many openly LGBT 
people, it seems to be a topic most would rather not 
discuss. At times I’m surprised at the lengths to 
which this silence goes. Last weekend I was at a bar 
talking with a stranger and the bartender about 
discrimination. When I mentioned I’d been frisked 
and had my car searched by the local police for a 
minor traffic violation, they responded that that was 
unfair and discriminatory. Later, when I told them I’d 
had gay slurs yelled at me in my college town, they 
changed the subject.
 My JTEs are the same. I came out to one of 
them after an incident where he teased a student in 
front of the class for accidentally making a gay 
sentence in English. After his initial apology, the 
topic never came up again. My other JTE is a 
master of talking around hot topics. The ways he 
manages to discuss my gay status while not 
discussing it is almost as impressive as it is bizarre. 
One surprise has been that even after people know 
I’m gay, their hetero-normative attitudes remain. As 
if they’re on autopilot, a coworker will wink and  

nudge at me about all the “girls I must be looking 
forward to meeting at Tokyo Orientation” or “that new 
female ALT who just moved in across town”. I look at 
them thinking, “What is this? You know I’m gay.” The 
most illogical incident was when the director of a local 
cultural center continuously tried to set me up with the 
purportedly lesbian, young office worker. I thought to 
myself, “No matter how much you want us to go 
grocery shopping together after craft class, it’s not 
going to happen!”
 I’m annoyed with the silence around my sexu-
ality and the jokes about female coworkers and me 
going to love hotels. But more than this, I worry about 
LGBT Japanese people growing up in this environ-
ment. I talked to a Japanese friend of mine about 
living as a gay man in Japan. He said that though he 
wasn’t out while growing up or currently at work or to 
his family, he wasn’t unhappy. He was out to dozens 
of friends and had the Internet as an outlet as well. 
He said his wish was that being gay was just an 
everyday thing. That’s how it had been in Chicago, I 
thought. I missed that.
 I look at my students in class, and I worry. 
Have any of them discovered that they’re queer? One 
of the things I wished for as a teenager was to have 
an older gay role model. When I was eighteen I went 
to Tokyo and stayed with a Canadian coworker ’s 
brother. He had been living for decades with his 
Japanese significant other, and the two days with 
them left such an impact on me. Though we barely 
discussed gay issues, just being in the presence of a 
healthy, adult, gay relationship was so important to 
me at that time. It made me feel less alone in it all. I 
wish I could give that feeling to my students. But I’m 
afraid of being out to them because I have no idea 
what the consequences would be. How would I deal 
with possible harassment from students? From 
parents? What if the faculty handled those issues 
badly? I’m reminded of a former Amakusa ALT who 
was out at his school. The administration reacted 
badly and grew suspicious of his relationship with 
male students. Things turned sour, and he chose not 
to renew his contract. Who’s to say my school would 
be any different?
 Japan has reframed my sexuality as something 
more challenging and important than I experienced in 
the US. In my conversations with people, I can see a 
larger social problem, and in my actions, I can contrib-
ute in some small way to its solution.  As feminists 
say, “the personal is political.” At the end of this JET 
year, I’ll be happy to return home to a more open and 
accepting environment, but until then, I have to do my 
best to navigate this closed culture – not just for 
myself, but for those in similar situations who can’t 
leave so easily.
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 From September 11th to the 13th I 
worked at an English Camp in Oe. Oe is located 
in Amakusa-machi on the west coast of Amaku-
sa’s lower Island. The camp was located at a 
repurposed elementary school which now 
operates as a cultural center called Blue Island. 
The camp was for college students (most of 
which were first-years) at the Prefectural 
University of Kumamoto.  The object of the 
camp was for the students to speak entirely in 
English. As a native English speaker they 
wanted me to help the students adjust to using 
English for small day-to-day activities as well 
as more complicated uses of those fluent in 
English.
 On my first day I began with a short 
self-introduction in English, which was some-
how more awkward and difficult than the intro-
ductions I had been doing in Japanese. The 
students then practiced their English and got to 
know each other by milling around the room 
and asking several questions that were provid-
ed on the ‘get to know you’ form. Pretty normal 
and awkward practice that I had gotten used to 
in my limited time in my Junior High classes, 
only this time the students actually wanted to 
talk to me to see what I liked and what I did in 
my free time. After meeting several students we 
settled down and sang our camp song Kawaura 
Dreaming. Which, unfortunately, I didn’t know 
too well since I’m from Texas, and I had only 
really been dreaming about Mexican food.
 But luckily for me that was next on the 
agenda. We had a brief class about Mexican 
food in which I recommended things like guaca-
mole and desert pear mimosas to the students 
should they ever find themselves in a Mexican 
restaurant. After the class we made our way to 
the kitchen to cook. I made small talk with my 
teammates about how excited I was to have 
Mexican food.  

E r in D i l lon
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Finally, after what seemed like the longest twenty 
minutes of my life, it was time to eat. I showed 
the student leaders how to fill their tortillas and 
then, with a bit too much haste, I promptly and 
passionately stuffed my face. Close enough to the 
delicious tacos that I had been craving. 
 Once we were back at camp we had a 
British dinner followed by a short screening of the 
first episode of BBC’s Sherlock, which I was 
probably a little too happy about. But I was still 
sans internet which meant no videos for me since 
I had also opted not to bring over any movies or 
buy a TV here to go with the VHS player I inherit-
ed. I’m sure it didn’t help that I had been avidly 
reading Sherlock Holmes short stories ever since 
I arrived in Japan and the professor in charge of 
our night-time quiz was a huge fan of the show 
and British culture in general. We hung around 
about an hour after the quiz ended to talk to a 
couple of students, teach them how to play Mash, 
and how we dance stateside through the Macare-
na and moves like the sprinkler.  

We know how to make cultural exchange classy.
 In the end, my experience with the English 
Camp  was overwhelmingly positive. It was a nice 
change of pace from the students who obviously 
have no desire to learn English or are simply too 
nervous to speak English in front of a native 
speaker and their giggly classmates. I’m sure it 
helped that these students were interested in 
English-speaking culture (so they understood a 
good amount of my references and interests) and 
were close to my age. Like many things in JET it 
was fantastically rewarding, a bit awkward, and a 
brilliant experience that I hope highlights my time 
on JET.
 After lunch we moved on to Shakespeare. 
The following day these students would be 
performing excerpts from both “Romeo and Juliet” 
and “Shakespeare in Love”. While most of my 
work was stuck on pronunciation, I was able to 
explain to some students what iambic pentameter 
is as well as what was going on in the play and 
the culture surrounding the plays. 

A Buddha at Jusanbutsu Park. Amakusa Town, Amakusa City. 
2013. (photo credit: Erin Dillon)

The Gothic style Sakitsu Church. Kawaura Town, Amakusa City. 
2013. (photo credit: Erin Dillon)
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about me and gently advised me to stay silent. But 
things were starting to build up. In playing it safe 
and trying to adjust to a more conservative culture, I 
had begun hiding parts of myself. Should I tell my 
coworkers that I host couch surfers? No, a friend 
advised. Can I dress more colorfully at school? Best 
to stick with darks and neutrals, another friend told 
me. Maybe I shouldn’t joke around so much with 
students, or bring up that trans bar I went to with 
friends, I thought to myself. My religion, Quakerism, 
places a high value on telling the truth, but I felt I’d 
given that up to fit in. Eventually, things came to a 
breaking point. While driving to a Christmas festival 
in the northern part of my town, I pulled onto the 
shoulder and just sat there, rain pouring over the 
car. I couldn’t go on hiding so much. It’s not what I 
felt God wanted of me and it’s not how I wanted to 
live my life. I decided from then on that all I could 
do was be myself, and that meant being honest.
 I began to open up with students and teach-
ers about my life. When the science teacher asked 
me about my weekend, I mentioned the trans 
burlesque show I went to. When I hosted two Italian 
couchsurfers, I explained couchsurfing to my 
coworkers and brought the Italians to school. When 
the office worker at the elementary school pressed 
me about my dating history in the middle of staff 
room, I told her I’d had a boyfriend years ago and 
was looking for a husband. 
 I’ve been mostly met with silence. After the 
initial “oh”, I am never questioned about my relation-
ship status or sexuality again. Though I doubt the 
residents of Amakusa have met many openly LGBT 
people, it seems to be a topic most would rather not 
discuss. At times I’m surprised at the lengths to 
which this silence goes. Last weekend I was at a bar 
talking with a stranger and the bartender about 
discrimination. When I mentioned I’d been frisked 
and had my car searched by the local police for a 
minor traffic violation, they responded that that was 
unfair and discriminatory. Later, when I told them I’d 
had gay slurs yelled at me in my college town, they 
changed the subject.
 My JTEs are the same. I came out to one of 
them after an incident where he teased a student in 
front of the class for accidentally making a gay 
sentence in English. After his initial apology, the 
topic never came up again. My other JTE is a 
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  Following Shakespeare we moved to sports. 
I had honestly planned to bail after a few minutes 
since I was not dressed to participate in sports. But 
since this is Kumamoto, and I was already sweating, 
I decided to give table tennis a try. It went abysmally 
but still better than I thought. Before I finally threw 
in the towel, I felt that I had started to get the hang 
of it, and I didn’t accidentally teach anyone how to 
swear in English. Overall, a definite success.
 The next day was full of Shakespeare 
rehearsals as they learned blocking and where their 
parts fit into the play as a whole. Again, I helped a 
bit on pronunciation but most of the work was done 
since the play was later that night. In between 
practices for the play was a class on the places we 
would be going for our sightseeing day. The 
students were divided into groups and in their 
groups they chose one of the five locations to study. 
They then came up with a speech, in English, about 
their location. For sightseeing purposes the different 
‘location experts’ would be mixed into separate 
travel groups. That way each travel group would 
have a native speaker and a location expert to talk 
about what we were seeing. I can’t imagine cram-
ming for a presentation while still trying to memorize 
Shakespeare for a performance in a few hours. But 
somehow the students pulled it off. Almost every 
line was remembered. Although the play was origi-
nally intended to be only 30 minutes, it took just 
over an hour. 
 Following the play, the students had a spa 
excursion to Amuri onsen. Which, luckily for me, is 
adjacent to my apartment and nothing says ‘Wel-
come to life in Japan’ quite like stripping down for 
the onsen with a group of people you just met. The 
students were kind enough to explain how things 
worked. They even put up with my unfettered excite-
ment that the onsen sold Coke in glass bottles.
 My last day was the sightseeing day. We 
travelled around Amakusa explaining things to each 
other in English, and sometimes mangled Japanese 

if I couldn’t quite explain a new phrase to them. First 
was the Amakusa Collegio in Kawaura. The presen-
tation that the lovely people of the Collegio gave us 
was entirely in Japanese so I requested an overview 
in English from some of the students. Next was 
Sakitsu Catholic Church, also in Kawaura. Before 
the students made their way into the church, the 
University President kindly explained to me that the 
tatami mats of Sakitsu Church were completely 
unique to this church. Here we were able to mingle 
better (probably a good part in thanks to the tiny 
size of the church) and I was able to answer some 
general questions about Catholicism and what I 
thought was different from and similar to Western 
churches. 
 After meandering around the gorgeous 
village of Sakitsu we headed to Hondo for lunch and 
then the Amakusa Christian Museum. There we 
watched a video in English and got a quick explana-
tion from the location expert as we wandered around 
the museum mostly dedicated to the Shimabara 
Rebellion. Next was the Olive Park where we 
learned about Amakusa’s new history of growing 
olives to make olive oil. Our last stop was Thirteen 
Buddhas Park, a gorgeous park on the western 
coast near my main school in Takahama. We took a 
group picture and were on our way back to camp. 
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