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INTRODUCTION: “Lolo” is one of the eight stories from the book Otosan (2015). Written by Peruvian journalist Luis Arriola Ayala, this 

book gives visibility to postcolonial,  transnational migrant experiences. “Lolo” tells the story of an encounter between two undocumented 

workers, a young Peruvian and an old Filipino, in a garbage incineration plant in Tokyo. Despite the alienating situation and not being 

able to speak the same language, the two manage to find temporary companionship and ways to resist. This short story is based on the 

author’s personal experiences working in Japanese factories.
 

KEYWORDS: Tokyo, Japan, Peru, Philippines, trash, recycling, material, postcolonialism, immigration, solidarity

The old Filipino looked like one more cog in the ovens of the 
garbage incineration plant. He never slowed down produc-
tion. He was the first worker to arrive and the last to leave. 

He was always staying overtime looking for what could still be re-
cycled. With a very thin body and bony arms, he carried the heavy, 
foul-smelling bags, keeping balance on his feeble legs. Due to the 
extreme heat, in the furrows of his face beads of sweat accumulated.

Although we were the only foreign workers, we hardly talked 
during breaks. I had tried countless times with simple questions in 
Japanese, in English; and he, just in time, would tilt his head to affirm 
or deny with a smile. I thought it was rude of him and I was bothered 
by his wry little smile, but later I realized that maybe the old man 
thought I had been hired to take his job. 

Our job was to separate the garbage from the gaijin1 who 
lived in Tokyo. Although the Japanese are very organized and sep-
arate their day-to-day waste into combustible and non-combus-
tible, most foreigners always get confused and put both in black 
bags, which were not allowed by the Japanese municipalities. So, 
when the truck collector would bring them, the boss would yell 
out for us because the rest of the workers refused to open them 
because of their stench.

Tokyo garbage bags are transparent. On their exterior, in har-
monious calligraphy, the Japanese write what each bag contains. 
Depending on the day, they arrive with stacks of newspapers, maga-
zines and folded cardboard boxes; or with plastic and glass bottles 

washed and without labels; or with clean and folded used clothes; or 
batteries, nails, scissors of various sizes; or CDs and plastics; or appli-
ances that can still be used.

One day I had to separate the Japanese’s garbage. I was sur-
prised, their garbage didn’t smell so bad. It was like being on vaca-
tion because the real work was the fearsome dark bags. What was 
kept inside of those was a mystery. From their penetrating odor, I 
guessed it was a mixture of smelly food remains, rotting vegetables, 
used toilet paper, sharp opened cans, putrid leftover fish, among 
other things.

In order to not get sick, we used rubber boots with steel toes, 
plastic aprons and gloves, and also masks. Despite this protection, a 
slight distraction while handling a garbage bag left a deep cut on my 
right hand. Within seconds, blood began to spurt. Frightened, I took 
off my gloves. I pretended nothing was wrong because the grouchy 
Japanese boss could fire me, and if that happened, I would have no 
place to sleep.

As if some mischief had been done, the old Filipino took my arm 
and forcefully pulled me to the bathroom. He took off his gloves and 
let the warm water run from the faucet and washed my hand with 
soap. Then, from his trouser pocket, he took out a cloth bag that con-
cealed a small bottle, opened the lid and poured the colorless liquid 
on my hand. The wound caught fire from the burning.

“Sake is good,” he said when he saw my gestures of pain.
While he blew on the wound, he capped the bottle and from 
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another pocket he pulled out several crumpled sheets. He chose the 
biggest ones and placed them on the wound. Then, he began to pray 
in a very low voice. At one point I seemed to hear an Our Father that 
sounded like Spanish. Within a few minutes, the bleeding stopped 
and out of curiosity I asked him if he spoke Spanish. 

“I speak Chabacano2,” he replied. “The Philippines was Spanish.”
“Just like Peru,” I replied.
We left the bathroom. I tried to put on the gloves but the old 

man ordered me to rest inside the warehouse. He would separate 
the garbage without the grumpy boss noticing. I thanked him and I 
promised to return the favor.

During the first month of work, I discovered one of the two rea-
sons the old man was eating alone in the patio: it was impossible to 
get the stench off his body. I did the same. I decided to not enter 
the factory’s cafeteria so as not to disturb the rest of the workers at 
lunch. The Filipino did not mind me eating with him and, sometimes, 
he had me taste what he had prepared. As days passed, I realized 
that many foods resembled foods from Peru, both in name and 
taste. He called the estofado, estopado and sopas, sopas.3

Only one dish from the Philippines did not whet my appetite, 
and to be more precise, it took it away. The smell of the balut was as 
nauseating as foreigners’ garbage bags. The worst thing was watch-
ing him eat the egg with the duckling, savoring with pleasure. Seeing 
me with a disgusted face, the old Filipino man revealed that every 
morning he ate one for energy. And, oh, did he have it. How long 
has he been living in Japan, I wondered. I got up my courage to ask. 
Fifteen years, he specified. I have never been back to the Philippines, 
he said.

“I’ve been here two years and I plan to stay several more. I don’t 
have much money saved because I’m illegal,” I said. 

The Filipino put down the empty bottle. He advised me that 
if I wanted to stay on these islands without fearing the migra, I had 
chosen the best place. That the two months I had beeen working at 
the plant would increase before I knew it. And as evidence, he had 
been there fifteen years: no Migration agent had ever peeked into 
the plant because of the stench.

“What job did you have in the Philippines?”
The old man told me that, very close to his house in Zambo-

anga, the train passed every day at the same time, and he made use  
of the railway lines to move people from one district to another on a 
rolling platform that a railway friend had lent him. That was the only 
way to feed his seven children and fifteen grandchildren.

“How do you say grandfather in Filipino?”
“Lolo” he answered, and from that moment that’s what I began 

to call him.
Lolo did not mind living with swarms of flies because he was an 

expert with the black bags: he walked without fear among the pesti-
lential ruins. So I wouldn’t have more accidents, he opened mine and 
I put my hands in carefully.

“Thank you, Lolo,” I told him.
The heat of the great ovens added to Tokyo’s summer. The surly 

Japanese boss put dishes of salt on top of water spouts so that the 
high temperatures wouldn’t dehydrate the workers. The only one 
who did not consume it was Lolo. He preferred to drink sake. He 
went from a small bottle to three a day. Although he worked drunk, 
you couldn’t tell because the mask he wore covered his breath. In ad-
dition, the smell of alcohol was lost in the midst of so much stench. 
That was the second reason why he liked to be alone at lunchtime: 
he drank the rice drink as if it were soda. 

According to Lolo, the sake helped him deal with what was 
hiding in the foreigners’ bags. But it got to a point that worried me: 
now he came to work drunk and at 10 a.m., on the first break of the 
morning, he drank more. At lunch he was still drunk. And in the after-
noons, at just the right time, he couldn’t stand up. Still in that state, 
he continued working and pointed out to me which bags weren’t 
dangerous. Lolo never made a mistake... Out of curiosity I asked him 
what was his trick.  

“The miracle speaks, but the sant does not lie,” he said in Cha-
bacano and laughed.

One morning he arrived late and sober to the plant. I thought 
the boss would scold him, but he didn’t reproach him for anything. 
Lolo put on his uniform, opened a dark bag and ran to the bathroom. 
I thought he had cut himself. I looked inside the trash. There was no 
can or knife. In order to return the favor to him I went in. Lolo was in 
the urinal; each small stream of urine came out very slowly and was 
followed by groans of pain. He was sweating like it was noon. 

He was exhausted. He took out a small bottle of sake from his 
pocket and drank it. Only then did he begin to feel better. At lunch-
time he was quiet. He ate fast, drank more sake, and preferred to 
sleep during the last minutes of break. That afternoon his work rate 
slowed down and the next day the unimaginable happened: the best 
worker missed two weeks. In his absence, a Japanese man replaced 
him. That’s how I found out that Lolo was recovering in a hospital. On 
his return, he was no longer the same. His body was much thinner. 
And Lolo didn’t do anything to regain weight.

“Do you have food?” I asked him in the few words I had learned 
in his language.

“There’s no food,” he answered and took out the sake.
One afternoon the Japanese boss, seeing that Lolo was working 

very slowly, yelled mercilessly. Lolo didn’t respond. He continued his 
rhythm. However, hours later, when he found him drinking sake in 
the factory courtyard, the grumpy boss insulted him. The screams 
paralyzed the plant. This time, there is always a first time, Lolo didn’t 
hold himself back. He answered with a louder voice and jumped on 
top of him. The boss was scared, stunned to see such aggression. He 
called out for help but none of his compatriots came out to defend 
him. He had no choice but to run to his office, and he didn’t come 
back out to the courtyard. 

We stopped working. We sat on the floor and Lolo handed over 
a Philippine banknote. I looked at it carefully: twenty pesos, orange 
color and in the middle a man with a tie, wide forehead, and a serene 
look. Lolo told me about Manuel Quezón, the second president of his 
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country, who never allowed himself to be defeated by the Japanese 
in World War II.

“You are also a hero, Lolo,” I told him.
He smiled. In that moment his mind was in the Philippines. I 

needed to distract him. I was afraid Lolo would kill the boss, but he 
didn’t. He continued to drink sake and finished his shift. He punched 
out, said goodbye to all the workers and went out to the street to 
keep drinking.

The next day, at noon, the truck full of foreign garbage arrived. 
Lolo left the storage room to tell the driver where to leave it. Usually, 
it would take about ten minutes, but he came back early. Very calm, 
he told me that the boss was out there with four policemen and he 
added that it was time to see his family. I looked at him scared. There 
was nowhere to run. I reacted to his proposal: I had to hide under 
the combustible garbage. I obeyed and he quickly covered me with 

1 Gaijin is the informal Japanese term for foreigner(s). The term is sometimes used pejoratively. 
2 Spanish creole spoken in the Philippines. 
3 These are the original terms in Spanish and Chabacano. Estofado/estopado is stew and sopa is soup. 

more dark bags. In seconds, he formed a nauseating mound on top 
of me. A sticky putrid liquid was dripping down my face. I stopped 
complaining when I heard the Japanese boss ask him where I was. 
The old man replied that he didn’t know. I sharpened my ear: an un-
known voice ordered Lolo to lift several bags. The old man began to 
lift them, ripping open the bags and throwing trash on the ground. 
The same voice demanded that he raise the mound of bags. 

Lolo complied. He quickly tore open each bag he removed, and 
the stench spread. The summer heat fermented the smell of rotten 
chicken guts. I bit my lips. I started to tremble. Through a few bags I 
was able to watch them. About to vomit, I saw two policemen dou-
bled over holding their stomachs. The grumpy boss ordered Lolo to 
stop. The old man obeyed and walked toward him. They handcuffed 
him and I heard Lolo’s voice fade away, praying in Chabacano. I wait-
ed till sundown, I left the plant smelling like shit, but free.

N O T E S


