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“Normal”
“It hurts so much! Do something!”
If you heard this, what would you do? And...could you imagine doing nothing?
In January, I left snowy, freezing Tohoku, and came to warm, sunny Okinawa for the first
time. My friends and I were incredibly excited! And indeed, Okinawa was everything we
might have hoped for. We cooked food together with local students, filled the night with some
ear splitting karaoke, and even learned to play the sanshin, an Okinawan instrument.
But over three days, we also visited Okinawa’s historical sites. And as we passed from one
place to another, the tragedy that was the Battle of Okinawa was brought home to us. Most
eloquent of all, for me, was the Himeyuri Cenotaph. Here are commemorated the Himeyuri
Student Corps. In 1945, amid the flames of war, girls aged 15-18 were sent to dugout
hospitals, to serve as nurses alongside the military doctors.
“It hurts so much! Do something!” ...but often, they couldn’t do anything. Conditions were
dire; supplies were non-existent. The girls removed maggots from wounds, held down
screaming patients in operations without anaesthetics ... and, as many died, removed the
dead to make way for more wounded.
I think experiencing such things must be frightening, would be shocking, would be truly
painful. I also thought you would never become used to such experiences. The hundred-and
first time would be as horrific as the first, I assumed.
But in fact, that wasn’t the case. As days went by, the situation was so normal that the
Himeyuri students, no older than us, became desensitised to it all. It was just another —
normal — day for them. Normal? How could such harrowing days be normal? I found myself
haunted, just trying to think about it. It is human to adapt, of course. But no-one should
ever have to adapt to such a daily tragedy.
“What a precious thing [peace] is!”, Barack Obama said in Hiroshima, less than ten years
ago. “Itis worth protecting, and then extending to every child.”
My time in Okinawa allowed me to come face-to-face with the horror and tragedy that is
war. And, as the black illuminates the white, it also led me to begin to understand what
peace is. I — we — are truly fortunate now, to have grown up here, never knowing anything
but peace. But I think that can make us take it for granted, and not consider why peace is
so special.
Where normal life for 15-year-olds involves wincing at bad karaoke, not at the screams of
the dying. A life that everyone deserves. Life that it is our responsibility to bring to them.
Because, as is written on the Himeyuri cenotaph, nuchi du takara: life is precious.
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