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Recently, I’ve been fi nding a lot of inspiration online from a peculiar source. Behind 
closed doors I’ve been transfi xed to pictures and videos. I’ve even been feeding my 
habit at work, minimizing computer windows to shield them from wandering eyes. 
Yes, readers, I have a confession: I am the world’s latest sloth addict. There’s a certain 
irony to an overactive addiction to the world’s slowest mammal (so slow, in fact, 
that algae grows on their fur): gutted and drained by a winter that seems to have 
lasted years, it’s hard not to envy the life of the sloth. Half-blind, they’ve been 
known to sleep for up to twenty hours a day... and they only need leave the 
comfort of their treetop homes once a week to defecate. Science, get on it: next 
winter, I want to be a sloth.

Luckily for us all, winter is fi nally yielding. My ritual seven layers have diminished 
to an acceptable two, and I’m no longer spending every evening with my legs surgically attached to 
the underside of my kotatsu. The sun is back. Fittingly, then, we’ve got a seasonal selection of springtime stories for your 
surveying this March! For all my fellow wannabe-sloths out there, Eli Cohen has rustled up some top tips on navigating 
residual winter blues with his guide to “Surviving Stage Two”; Christy Gibbs, meanwhile, is imploring you to embrace 
a new season with a new pastime, navigating you through the heart of modern Japanese pop culture with “Anime for 
Virgins”; back in the real world, your very own Connect Editor (that’s me!) is this month’s featured Stone Wall columnist, 
discussing the legacy of 1990’s cult-LGBT documentary, “Paris Is Burning”—defi nitely not one to be missed!

Elsewhere we’ve got articles in full bloom across all our sections: Chris Barstow lists his Top Ten of Japan on Youtube in 
Entertainment, Steven Thompson’s been speaking to a whole host of experienced events planners to offer you advice on 
stitching together your own spring shindig in Events, and Sports Queen Ruth Rowntree has drawn up an A-Z of Sporting 
Frivolities – perfect if your New Year’s resolution has fl oundered! That’s not to mention other cracking articles covering 
Culture, Food, Travel, Volunteering and Fashion!

Look out also for news on upcoming vacancies on our Connect team, as well as AJET’s Volunteering Week which takes 
place next month, and information on how you can get involved in this month’s Photo and Haiku Competitions! (Have 
you seen Almas Rehman’s cracking cover photo?) As always, I’d like to thank my fantastic Connect team, my wonderful 
designer Melania and all of you for your continued support! If you haven’t already, make sure you follow us all on Twitter 
(@NationalAJET).
Happy reading!

Jim

james.kemp@ajet.net 
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The Stone Wall: The True Legacy of “Paris Is Burning”
Documenting the LGBT subculture of New York City in the late 
1980s, Paris Is Burning is a fi lm with something of a dark legacy. 
Amidst all the controversy, the fi lm’s true legacy is at danger 
of being lost. Connect Editor James Kemp explores that legacy, 
discovering that, twenty years on, it burns just as brightly as it 
ever did.
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Like a Boson: Earthquakes...Can We Ever Predict Them? 
Amanda Horton continues to provide your monthly does of 
science with “Like a Boson”, this month turning her goggles to 
the ever-topical subject of earthquakes. Has science progressed 
to the stage of being able to predict them? Or are seismologists 
simply chasing a chimera? Read on for the full report!
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Anime for Virgins
For those who are new to the anime scene, knowing where 
exactly to start can be tricky. Never fear, because Christy Gibbs 
is here with two recommendations perfect for genre virgins: 
Samurai Champloo and Cowboy Bebop. Allow this seasoned 
otaku to dispel the myths and lure you into the world of Japanese 
animation.

13

Surviving Stage Two: Emerging from the Winter Blues
Spring is almost here! ...but spring has almost been here for 
months, it seems. Bad day? Bad month? Feel like it’s been a bad 
few years? You’re not alone. Every day JETs like you confront 
diffi culties with culture shock, not realizing that sometimes the 
process can be cyclical. Eli J Cohen tackles the Blue Demon, 
offering advice as to how you can best stay afl oat this springtime. 

15

Culture: St. Patrick’s Day in Japan
It’s not hard to see why St. Patrick’s Day has made it to Japan: 
inspiring street parties and an excuse for day-drinking, it sits 
perfectly alongside the more traditional Japanese matsuri. To fi t 
the occasion, Irishman Matthews Jones provides the lowdown 
on where you can fi nd your own pot of gold at the end of the 
rainbow in Japan this March 17th.
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Culture: Titia Bergsma and Petronella Munts
They may sound like characters from “Harry Potter”, but Titita 
and Petronella were very real women who claimed their own 
special place in history as the fi rst Western women to visit 
Japan. Culture guru Sarah Blenkhorn explores their back-story. 
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Entertainment: A Tale of Two Parks
It’s no exaggeration to say that Japan has something of a Japan 
has a love affair with theme parks.  Sadly, not every venture in 
adventure turns out successfully.  Chris Barstow investigates the 
rollercoaster fate of two very different theme parks in the Land 
of the Rising Sun.
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Entertainment: Japan’s YouTube Top Ten
YouTube has made global superstars out of choreographed 
Filipino prisoners, sneezing Chinese pandas and imaginary 
pony-riding Korean entertainers.  It wasn’t long until Japan 
joined the e-party. This month, Chris Barstow is in attendance 
with a list of Japan’s best viral videos.
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Events Calendar
Seasons change, but some things stay the same: this month, 
Connect’s here once again to give you an overview of the 
hottest events coming up over the next month. Check out our 
tailor-made Events Calendar for March, put together by Events 
King himself, Steven Thompson.
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Events: Words to Plan By: Pulling Off a Successful Event in Japan
So you want to host an event in your prefecture, but your 
Japanese is limited and you haven’t got the fi rst clue about event 
management. Well, worry not! Steven Thompson’s been speaking 
to some JET senpai who have been responsible for some of the 
biggest JET events nationwide, and he’s collected their tips on 
how to plan and pull off a big group event while living in Japan. 
This is one piece you’ll defi nitely want to RSVP to!
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Fashion & Beauty: Style Strong: Spring Trends
With Spring slowly starting to emerge, it’s time for a wardrobe 
overhaul. Pack away your winter coat, chunky-knit scarves and 
woolly thermals for another year and make room for some chiffon, 
lace and cut-out shoes! Kathryn Strong reviews the springtime 
trends that have been populating this season’s runways. 

29
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This edition, and all past editions of AJET Connect, can also 
be found online at http://ajet.net/ajet-connect/

Food: A WWOOF on the Wild Side
WWOOF! No, winter hasn’t driven us barking mad, we’re 
talking about World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms—an 
international organization that encourages the exchange of ideas 
and culture by offering opportunities to learn more about organic 
farming and sustainable living through fi rst-hand experience. 
Jason Shon spent two weeks WWOOFing in Owate, Oita. Read 
on to learn more about his experience.

30

Food: Spring Forward with Sansai! 
Springtime in Japan heralds many things, but none are quite 
so wonderful as sansai—literally, “mountain vegetables”. Self-
confessed foodie Xan explores the best of Japan’s seasonal yasai 
and offers her own tips as to how you can cook up a delicious 
treat using Mother Nature’s fi nest!

32

Sports: The A to Z of Sporting Frivolity
As the days get longer and the weather warmer, Ruth Rowntree’s 
got a spring in her step. This month, Connect’s resident Sports 
Queen presents an A-Z of her fondest sporting fads and fi tness 
fi xes, all of which are out there somewhere in Japan! Just the 
ticket to help you research your next physically-focused spree!
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“Eyes for Fukushima” Charity 3-on-3 Basketball Tourney
It may have lost out to “bouldering” on Ruth’s own list, but in 
Fukushima, basketball is defi nitely the sport of the moment. On 
Saturday March 30th, “Eyes for Fukushima” is hosting its own 
3x3 Basketball Tournament, with proceeds helping to improve 
the lives of people affected by the March 2011 Earthquake and 
Tsunami Disaster. Read on for more.

36

Travel: Touring Japan’s Highlights with Wish Club
Back in 2007, a Japanese man by the name of Mo-chan bought 
a mini-bus, got some people together through couchsurfi ng and 
other travel media sites, set out from Shimizu, Shizuoka, and 
traveled all over Japan during the winter holidays on what was 
an unforgettable experience. Six years later, Mo-chan’s still going 
strong, organising his international Wish Club tours at least three 
times a year. Sam Hall was lucky enough to take part earlier this 
year. Here, he shares his experiences.

37

Travel: A Take on Takasaki
Found yourself in central Japan with some time to spare this 
spring break? Why not head to culture-rich Takasaki, only a day 
trip outside of Tokyo? Rodney Sloan offers some insider tips on 
where you can fi nd the best of the best in this oft-overlooked city.
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Travel: Viva la Cuba: Retro Glam in the Caribbean
As dreams of Golden Week are slowly promising to become a 
reality, we look across the seas to Cuba, a land rich in art and 
culture, rum and cigars. If you’re yet to plan your own getaway 
this spring, Chris Barstow explains why, for all the hype and 
headlines of years gone by, Cuba remains a traveler’s paradise.

39

Volunteering: Hear no evil, speak no evil
After returning home from JET last year, Lily Ho signed up to the 
International Citizen Service, a 12-week development programme 
run by the British government bringing young people together to 
fi ght poverty worldwide. Lily’s placement saw her posted in the 
Philippines for three months. She shares her story with Connect.
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Volunteering: Be the change
Since its inception in 1961, the American Peace Corps has helped 
over 210,000 young Americans serve as volunteers in over 139 
countries. We caught up with recent volunteers serving in Belize, 
Macedonia, and Kenya to get the lowdown on their experience.

41

Volunteering: Weekend at ARK
Based in Osaka, “ARK” stands for Animal Rescue Kansai: an 
animal-loving NPO seeking to fi ght for the rights of furry and 
four-legged friends all across Japan. Last October, ALT Jennifer 
Garcia spent a weekend working with the organisation. Read on 
for the lowdown on her experience. 

44

Contest Results

Classroom Tips: Self-Introduction Comic, Elliott Hindman
It’s not long until the Japanese school year is over and a new crop 
of students get ready to step into their senpai’s shoes. Lo and 
behold, the season of self-introductions is just around the corner 
once more! Fret not, because Elliott Hindman is here to help! 
This month, Elliott shares his homemade comic strip—perfect to 
utilize as an aid to any and every self-introduction! 

47
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Happy March everyone!  This is the time of school graduations and end of year celebrations.  In 
many parts of the country, spring is starting to fi nd its way into town.  As for me, I’m staring out 
my window, watching the snow fall.  It will be on the ground here in Fukushima until April, at 
least.  But I wouldn’t have it any other way! 
Spending most of my formative years in the California desert, I didn’t grow up with a lot of 
snow.  It wasn’t until I had to move to New York for school that I fi rst experienced actual winter 
weather!  But, even so, it didn’t quite prepare me for life in Minamiaizu!

When I was fi rst introduced to Minamiaizu, I had no previous interest in snowboarding, 
Living in a town surrounded by ski resoirts, however, I fi gured that, since a lot of other JETs 
boarded, it would be a great way to keep social in winter (not to mention that I’d be crazy 
not to embrace a new hobby I had such easy access to!)  Lo and behold, I ended up loving 
it!  The turnaround completely shocked me.  Looking outside of my town, I never would 
have guessed that Japan would be such a skiing and snowboarding paradise.  With over 
500 snow resorts, it has an amount similar to the U.S., packed into a country with a land 
mass 26 times smaller.  I’ve been to amazing places in Japan like Niseko, Hokkaido and 

Zao, Yamagata.   The incredible amount of gorgeous scenery is a great backdrop to your 
skiing or snowboarding adventures.   And Japan has a lot of great powder too!   On the lesser known runs, 

numbers are usually low: in fact, it isn’t uncommon for me to have an entire run completely to myself!

Since March of 2011, Fukushima has worked hard to bring tourism back to its former levels.  There is actually a Facebook 
page you can check out that has a lot of snow pictures (https://www.facebook.com/FutureFromFukushima)

Snow is just one of Fukushima’s many charms though!  There is a lot of other beauty here as well.  Our Fukushima CIR 
and PA, Lachie Tranter, is very involved in this effort and also coordinates a blog about life in Fukushima.  http://www.
fukushimalive.blogspot.jp/  Please take a look. 

I know that many of you have taken part in volunteering, donating time and resources to the recovery efforts in Japan.  For 
those interested, there are loads of simple and fun things you can do that will help Fukushima Prefecture.  Follow in my 
own footsteps and come snowboard in Fukushima!  Or hike up Mount Bandai overlooking our gorgeous Lake Inawashiro!  
Go spelunking in the Abukuma caves!  Visit our amazing Fire Festival! Walk the grounds of Tsuruga Castle! The list really 
is endless.
I’m sure the JET participants here would be happy to give you travel advice on the Fukushima JET-setters group!  And if 
you like what you experience, please spread the word!  Fukushima is an amazing place and well worth a visit!

Until next time!

Mark
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Sarah Jane Blenkhorn, Culture
Welcome to March, with its many changes! March is a season of endings in Japan. The weather slowly begins to get warmer, and 
plum blossoms herald the arrival of the sakura at the end of the month. One of March’s most famous worldwide events is St. Patricks 
Day, and Irishman Matthew Jones sheds some light on how the holiday is celebrated in Japan. In honour of International Women’s 
Day (March 8), I checked out the short history of the fi rst western women to land on these shores, back in 1817. Enjoy the read! 
sarah.blenkhorn@ajet.net

Amelia Hagen, Travel
Spring is just around the corner and this time, Connect Travel is here with a trio of wanderlust-
inducing pieces! Rodney Sloan shares some secrets of Gunma’s Takasaki while Englishman Chris 
Barstow makes all Americans green with envy as he takes readers through colorful Cuba. Ever thought 
about Couchsurfi ng in Japan? Sam Hall reveals the magic behind Mo-chan’s Wish Club and his Japan 
Highlights Tour. In case you’ve forgotten, be sure to join the JET-setters Facebook group for JET travelers 
—we’ve started compiling a list of fab travel resources and we’d love to hear from you. Until April, ciao!
amelia.hagen@ajet.net

Ruth Rowntree, Sports
It may only be March but many a marathon has been run so far this year—big up you mighty machines! Long-distance 
running isn’t everyone’s chosen pastime but here’s hoping this month’s section feature—‘The A to Z of Sporting Frivolity’, 
jogs everyone’s brains and gets us mentally psyched for new fun-runs, lunges and plunges. The round-up includes some 
all-year-round entries but there’s not a snow-reliant or traditional Japanese one in the mix! What would be on your own 
list? Alphabet challenges aside, there’s also reportage on the 3X3 Charity Basketball Tournament happening in Fukushima 
on the 30th March. Read all about the event and join in to see how collective comradeship and community efforts are 
helping this region bounce back. Enjoy the start of spring, folks! ruth.rowntree@ajet.net 

Chris Barstow, Entertainment
It’s that time of year when you can put your kotatsu away and start thinking about how to spend 
Spring Break.  This month, we give you some ideas about where to seek spills and thrills by taking a 
look at some of Japan’s theme parks.  For those of you who prefer more down to earth pursuits, we 
also have a countdown of the best Japan-related YouTube clips for you to enjoy.  Until next month...! 
chris.barstow@ajet.net
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Neetha Mony, Volunteering
Interested in continuing international work after JET? The US Peace Corps and Britain’s Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) are 
two life changing ways to gain international development experience. Both organizations help promote internationalization 
by sending educated college graduates and professionals to developing countries. This month: returned Peace Corps 
Volunteers (RPCVs), Matthew Wypycha and I, share our experiences from Belize and Kenya respectively prior to joining the 
JET Programme; second time JET, Joshua Del Pino, explains why he did Peace Corps in Macedonia after his fi rst time on 
JET; and JET alum, Lily Ho, shares her story about working as a VSO in the Philippines. Finally, JET Jennifer Garcia shares 
her story of a weekend working at ARK—Kansai’s own animal rescue centre! neetha.mony@ajet.net

Annabella Massey, Fashion
For followers of the Japanese fashion industry, March means Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week in 
Tokyo!  The dates this year have been set for the 17th – 23rd. Watch out for NY-based Chinese 
designer Vivienne Tam—a new addition to the regular line-up—and the Christian Dada show, 
which is always highly anticipated. If you’ve been keeping up with the various fashion weeks 
over the world for the past month or so, JFW gracefully winds up the showcasing of the 
Autumn/Winter season. And for advice on what to wear this spring, check out this month’s 
Style Strong column. Have a wonderful March!  annabella.massey@ajet.net. 

Ariane Bobiash and Xan Wetherall, Food
Hello Connect readers! Spring is almost upon us, and now is the time to get cracking on 
our Golden Week and spring break plans! For you food-loving JETs out there looking for an 
opportunity to deepen your understanding of how food is grown, check out Kumamoto JET 
Jason Shon’s account of his time spent WWOOFing in Oita-Ken! This month, Xan’s also here to 
teach you about mountain veggies that grow in abundance at this time of the year. Got a foodie 
story you want to share with the JET Community? Drop us a line at ariane.bobiash@ajet.net or 
xan.wetherall@ajet.net.

 

Steven Thompson, Events
Hello guys and gals! Steven here back from the brink of death after a surprisingly aggressive bout of the fl u. This month 
in Events, we want to give you the tools you need to spearhead spectacularly successful events of your very own! That 
way, you can write about your shindig and send it to Connect! Peruse the abundant knowledge in our extra-long special 
feature about event planning in Japan! As always, the Events Calendar is there like an old friend to point out everything 
that’s happening around Japan this month. Let us know what’s going on at steven.thompson@ajet.net!
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For a fi lm released fairly recently in 1990, Paris Is Burning 
has already accrued something of a dark legacy. The 
majority of its stars are now dead (some in the direst 
of circumstances); and, even during their lifetime, they 
fought a bitter backlash against director Jennie Livngston 
in relation to apparent exploitation (a controversy 
“settled” with a payout of $5,500 to each). Amidst all the 
controversy, however, the true legacy of the fi lm is at risk 
of being obscured: a legacy which continues to burn, and 
which is as relevant today as it ever was.

Paris Is Burning is a documentary fi lm by Jennie Livingston 
which documents the “ball” culture of late 1980s Harlem, 
New York. A ball is an event in which participants compete 
in various categories and “walk” the fl oor, vying for trophies 
by exhibiting legendary status. What constitutes legendary 
status differs with the category: it might be your fashion, 
your moves or your “realness” (i.e. the fl awless replication 
of something you’re not).

Drag plays a large part in any ball, of course, but they’re more 
than just that. A ball is an opportunity for any disenfranchised 
young person (predominantly black/latino, transsexual or 
gay) to “be whatever [they] want to be… you can become 
anything and do anything, right here, right now”. For some 
(biological men), that might indeed mean becoming a 
woman, be that in dress, body or both. Many of the fi lm’s 
subjects (most prominently, Venus Xtravaganza and Octavia 
St. Laurent) were indeed transitioning transsexuals at the 
time of fi lming. For others, the escape is simply dressing 
up as an offi ce executive or an educated college student. 
These are the “realness” categories: largely a chance for 
ball-goers to assume the persona of a socioeconomic group 
from which they are otherwise excluded. To be an executive 
in 1980s New York, you needed to be white, male, straight. 
At a ball, all you needed was a suit and tie. Put them on and 
“you’re showing the straight world that [you] could be an 
executive, if [you] had the opportunity”. In this sense, the 
balls provide a temporary portal to a fantasy world where 
colour, class and sexuality are eradicated.

But “realness” is more than just imitation. The idea behind 
the concept of executive “realness” (or whatever other 
form it takes) is the ability to blend in: to walk down the 
street and be unexceptional, just another straight man or 
business woman. “It’s not a take-off or satire, but actually 
being able to be this: erase all the mistakes, all the fl aws, 
all the giveaways, to make your illusion perfect”. Worth, 
then, is defi ned purely by image. For the worth-less, those 
whose only commodity is their image, it can be a reassuring 
conception of the world: whatever I look like, I am.

For all the superfi ciality, however, Paris Is Burning is not 
a superfi cial fi lm.  As Angie Xtravaganza matter-of-factly 
imparts the news of Venus’ murder (“that’s part of life as 
far as being a transsexual in New York City and surviving”), 
Venus is shown on screen once more, still alive, blonde hair 
billowing in the Harlem wind, a boombox sounding out 
Barbara Mason’s “Another Man” as she casually smokes 
a cigarette. The scene cuts to another, again of Venus, but 
this time she’s laughing, audacious: “I’m hungry”, she 
cackles. As her fi nal onscreen words, they resonate.  

It is to here that the fi lm’s true legacy is traceable. Venus 
isn’t the only one who’s hungry. Hunger drips from Paris 
Is Burning. The fi lm’s title itself is a metaphor for hungry 
ambition (stemming from Willi Ninja’s desire to “take 
voguing not just to Paris is Burning [a famous ball], but…
to the real Paris and make the real Paris burn”). Like Venus, 
Octavia sits in her modest, shared bedroom, looking up at 
her magazine cut-outs of Paulina Porizkova taped to the 
walls: “Sometimes I sit and I look at a magazine and I try 
to imagine myself on the front cover, or even the inside – 
I want so much more…I want everybody to look at me 
and say: ‘there goes Octavia! `” For the disenfranchised, 
parentless youth, hope should be a historical artifact. What 
endears about Livingston’s cast, then, is not only that hope 
is alive, but that it thrives. Within their abnormal lives, Venus, 
Octavia and Willi don’t just hope for normality. Their hope 
soars: to stardom, wealth, the cover of magazines…”This 
is what I want and I’m gonna go for it”, Venus resolves. 
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A year later, Venus was dead: strangled and stuffed under a bed in a 
sleazy New York hotel. Octavia and Willi, meanwhile, both died young 
in their 40s, neither spiralling to the heights of fame and success they 
so hungered for. The result is sobering. In the fi nal scenes of the fi lm, 
Dorian Corey ruminates on the maturation of youthful ambition. “I 
always had hopes of being a big star”, he admits, “but as you get older, 
you aim a little lower. Everybody wants to make…some mark upon the 
world. Then you think, you’ve made a mark on the world if you just get 
through it, and a few people remember your name. Then you’ve left a 
mark. You don’t have to bend the whole world. I think it’s better to just 
enjoy it.” It’s a clear juxtaposition between the hopeful and the jaded, 
the young and the old. Corey’s words may well represent the reality, but 
still Venus’, Octavia’s and Willi’s ring louder. It is the very fact that their 
ambition can continue to survive in their experience of Corey’s world—
of discrimination, alienation, and harassment—that make that so. 

More than twenty years on, Corey’s world is still a very real place: a 
world where discrimination continues to threaten ambition. In that 
world, Venus, Octavia and Willi never stopped daring to hope. For all 
the camp, glamour and ensuing controversy of the fi lm, that is the real 
legacy of Paris Is Burning.

Image source: Wikipedia

Do you want to be next month’s The Stone 
Wall contributor? If so, we want to hear 
from you! We’re looking for LGBTQ-themed 
submissions from current and alumni JET 
alike! So if you’ve got something you want 
to share with the JET community, shoot an 
email to james.kemp@ajet.net and you could 
see your piece here next month!
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From April 13-21, 2013, JETs across Japan will give their time to volunteer efforts in the fi rst annual National 
JET Volunteer Week. Whether you’re looking to volunteer within your community, for a specifi c cause, or help 
with disaster relief in Tohoku, National AJET is here to help with ideas and publicity. This is an opportunity 
for JETs to work together in their communities, join a community organization, initiate a project, or even 
incorporate and encourage volunteering in lesson plans. JETs have initiated many great volunteer events and 
fundraisers, including charity bike rides and basketball games, t-shirt sales, and bunkasai.

If you’re interested in fi nding out more, visit the AJET Volunteering page at http://ajet.net/2013-national-jet-
volunteer-week/ for our interactive Japan-wide events map! If you’ve got any questions, Volunteering Guru 
Neetha’s only an email away at neetha.mony@ajet.net

Connect Needs You!

It’s a sad fact of life that all good things come to an end. But equally, as one door closes, another opens. Here 
at Connect, not only do we love a cliché (they fi t like a glove, you might say!), but we also love welcoming 
new faces aboard our team! If you’ve ever fancied stepping up to the challenge of being a Section 
Editor for Connect Magazine, now’s your chance! This summer, it’s time to pass the baton to a new 
editorial team, with the following vacancies soon to be opening:
 Entertainment
 Travel
 Volunteering
 Sport
 Fashion
 Culture

If you think you’d be interested, or if you’ve any questions, you can shoot Jim an email at james.kemp@ajet.
net. Just say the word, and we’ll add your name to our list of interested parties, which will be handed over 
to the new Connect Editor come June! So, what are you waiting for? There’s no time like the present! Get 
involved today! (Those whose emails abound with clichés will be shamelessly moved to the top of the pile).

VOLUNTEER WEEK 
2013
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As the second year anniversary of the East Tohoku disaster 
approaches, the regular rumble reminds us that earthquakes 
are a continual threat in both Japan and many other places 
around the world. We all know what causes earthquakes: 
built-up stress along active tectonic plate lines release huge 
amounts of energy which sends seismic waves through the 
earth’s crust. This happens when one section of a plate 
gets stuck, causing energy to build and the crust to warp. 
When an earthquake happens, this energy is released and 
the stuck section of the plate catches up to the rest of 
the plate. The motion of one fault nudges adjacent faults, 
setting off a chain reaction which causes aftershocks, and 
occasionally large earthquakes nearby. The delay can be 
anything from seconds to years and the communication 
network between earthquakes and fault lines is far more 
complicated than we ever realised, with the movement 
and friction varying even along the same fault line. 

In addition, the devastation caused by an earthquake 
doesn’t just depend on the magnitude. The severity of 
the shaking depends on the orientation of the fault, the 
speed of the rupture, and how close the fault is to the 
surface. For example, in California, the crust is highly 
fractured and rather hot, so seismic waves easily dissipate 
and the effects are not felt far away. In areas that are 
far from plate boundaries the waves are carried much 
further, for example the 5.8 Virginia earthquake in 2011 
could be felt in Minnesota, over 1500km away. Local 
geography also affects the outcome, such as in the Haiti 
earthquake n 2010, where hills and ridges amplifi ed the 
seismic waves. Undersea earthquakes can displace huge 
amounts of water, causing tsunamis. Tsunamis travel as 
fast as jet planes, have a very long wave length, and grow 
to enormous heights when the energy reaches the shore. 
Two years ago, the tsunami was far more destructive than 
the earthquake. 

Earthquakes can cause huge amounts of damage and are 
one of the greatest natural disasters we face. Part of the 
reason or this is because they are so unpredictable. At best, 

there is only a few seconds warning before one strikes. For 
decades, scientists have believed that accurate short-term 
earthquake prediction is just around the corner, yet we are 
no closer today than we were 30 years ago. Nowadays, 
more and more people believe that earthquake prediction 
is impossible. But why? We know where the faults are, how 
they interact with each other, and we have been studying 
them since the 18th century. The problem is, we have yet 
to fi nd a reliable precursor to major earthquakes. Think of 
earthquakes as a piece of wood on a bungee, as you pull 
the bungee, the energy builds up until the wood suddenly 
moves. That movement is an earthquake. Now do the same 
thing 10 times, every time the amount of energy stored 
before moving will be different, the area of wood which 
moves will change, and way the wood moves will differ. 
The movement of the earth’s crust is similar, but far more 
complex, making it a mammoth task to try and predict. 

Take this example: in March 2009 an Italian laboratory 
technician predicted the L’Aquila earthquake due to a 
radon anomaly. He was dismissed by seismologists, and 
in April a 6.3 earthquake struck, killing 309 people. Well 
then... we can use radon as a predictor, right? Actually, no. 
The seismologists in question are on trial for manslaughter, 
but the lab tech, Gioacchino Giuliani, had previously raised 
two false alarms. Radon was dismissed in the 1970s 
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because it is highly unreliable, it fl uctuates sometimes 
where there are no earthquakes, and doesn’t change 
where there are major ones. Similar patterns were seen 
when other possible precursors, such as small foreshocks, 
electromagnetic signals, and hydro-geochemical changes, 
were also tested. One of the problems with predictive 
testing is that we must look at past earthquakes to fi nd 
patterns, and the benefi t of hindsight can often skew our 
perceptions. Many people believe that animals can sense 
earthquakes, but in reality they could just be feeling subtle 
vibrations we don’t, and any pet owner knows that animals 
frequently do odd things. We only attach signifi cance to 
it when something important happens. It only highlights 
how inaccurate predictions can lead to both unnecessary 
panic and a false sense of security. 

So should we give up looking or a predictor? Some people 
think so, but honestly, we don’t really understand what 
happens in the earth during an earthquake. If we could 
fi nd some kind of nucleation process that is testable, then 
earthquake prediction won’t just be a faraway dream.

So what do we know? Well, we know where in the world 
earthquakes are most likely to happen and a general long-
term estimate of when. It’s maybe not accurate enough to 
predict within a human lifetime, but we can say whether 
the next Big One will happen within the lifetime of a 
building, for instance. We know the Hayward fault in San 
Francisco bay produces a M7 earthquake every 150 years 
or so, and the last one was in 1868. However, this ‘150’ 

cycle is merely an average, and the actual interval could 
be anything from 80 years to 220 years. It could happen 
in 50 years, or it could happen tomorrow. Geologically 
speaking, there isn’t much difference, but from a human 
viewpoint, it makes all the difference in the world. So long 
term prediction of earthquakes isn’t so useful, but what 
about location?

We know the largest earthquakes occur around subduction 
zones (where one plate is pushed under another), but in 
reality, any active plate boundary is at risk. Until March 
2011, Tohoku was thought of as relatively low risk when it 
came to major earthquakes. Similar things were said about 
Wenchuan in China before 2008, and Christchurch in 
New Zealand before 2010, but all were hit with incredibly 
devastating earthquakes. The true futility of earthquake 
prediction was displayed in 2004. Since the 1980s, hundreds 
of seismometers were dotted along the Sans-Andreas fault 
in Parkland, California, by a hundred geologists. For over 
100 years, small earthquakes had shaken the area, and the 
next Big One was predicted for 1993. Determined to fi nd 
a precursor, the geologists put every available instrument 
as deep as possible, but when the Big One fi nally did hit 
in 2000, the instruments detected nothing. One of the 
main problems is that we are on the surface and the 
action takes place fi ve miles under our feet. It is like trying 
to test the sea through an iceberg. To get a reading at 
the Hayward fault, we would need to drill hundreds of 
thousands of holes at least as deep as anything ever drilled 
for oil, all along its 60 miles length. Only then would we 
be in with a chance of getting the observations needed.

This all seems a little hopeless, right? While predicting 
earthquakes is beyond our grasp, predicting aftershocks is 
a little simpler, and just as important. Many people see 
aftershocks as minor and dismiss them, but aftershocks 
can be just as destructive as main shocks, if not more 
so. Take Christchurch for example: in September 2010 
a 7.1 earthquake hit 25 miles from the city, causing 
minor damage with no fatalities. Six months later, a 6.3 

earthquake hit just six miles away, killing 185 and causing 
millions of dollars in damage. Aftershocks are no different 
from main shocks, but are slightly more predictable. 10 
days after a main shock, the frequency of aftershocks is 
10 times less, and 100 days later it is 100 times less. Their 
magnitude, however, remains the same. Ross Stein of the 
US Geological society is working with other scientists to 
address the problem of aftershocks. By assessing what 
is safer, and what is more vulnerable, after the fault is 
distorted by the main shock, they are hoping to be able 
to predict aftershocks. In this area, at least, we are making 
some headway. 

Really though, even if prediction were 100% accurate, it 
does nothing to protect us from the effect of an earthquake. 
All of Japan is at risk given its proximity to major fault 
lines. Current technology can give people far away only a 
few seconds’ warning based on early tremors. It is better, 
then, that the people and governments prepare for the 
unexpected, that buildings are designed to withstand the 
strongest shocks, and people are familiar with evacuation 
plans. That is what saves lives. In this aspect at least, Japan 
is at the forefront of modern knowledge. 
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Spring might not be too far away but the coldest weeks of 
the year are probably still to come; for those living further 
north, the snow is no doubt continuing to pile up outside 
the door. If you’re not out and about travelling this term 
break, what better way to pass the time than settling down 
under the kotatsu and watching some decent anime? 

For those who are new to the anime scene, knowing 
where exactly to start can be tricky. There are hundreds 
of thousands of titles, dozens of genres, and plenty to 
either like or dislike about each of them depending on 
personal taste. I’d like to take this opportunity to introduce 
two titles which, while possibly old hat for many anime 
fans, are perfect for anyone just starting out. They’re aging 
well, they won’t insult your intelligence, and they’re some 
of the most stylish anime I’ve seen to date. I’m talking, 
of course, about Samurai Champloo and Cowboy Bebop, 
both directed by the legendary Watanabe Shinichirō.

T he fi rst anime is set in the Edo period and follows a 
young woman named Fuu who inadvertently bumps into 
a wandering vagabond called Mugen and a masterless 
samurai, Jin. She convinces both men to accompany her 

on a search for a “samurai who smells of sunfl owers”, and 
together they begin a journey across Edo period Japan. 
You’d think that a period title incorporating hip-hop music 
and culture into the story at nearly every turn would be 
off-putting, to say the least, but nothing could be further 
from the truth. 

The second title is a space western in which cowboys 
roam the galaxy—bounty hunters who live day-to-day 
by catching fugitives and handing them over to the police 
in return for cash. The tale focuses on one such bounty 
hunter crew made up of the easygoing Spike, a former cop 
named Jet, a serial gambler called Faye, a teenage hacker 
going by the name of Edward, and their pet Welsh Corgi. 
Like Samurai Champloo, the music and counterculture, this 
time primarily jazz, is an integral part of the show’s artistry. 

I won’t give anything else about these two shows away. 
Don’t look them up on Wikipedia before watching—the 
most important thing about both titles is the journey of 
the characters themselves, which takes precedent over 
plot. Here are fi ve good reasons as to why they make for 
excellent fi rst anime experiences:

1. They’re both 26 episodes long.
26 strikes me as a good number for an anime series, and 
is a standard of the medium. The typical shorter series 
(usually about 13 episodes) tends to be very fast-paced, 
while anything longer (shounen-style anime in particular 
are often in excess of 50 episodes) tends to drag. For 
someone new to anime, it’s important that a series is long 
enough to tell a properly fl eshed-out story but not so long 
that the viewer gets fi dgety. My general yardstick for this is 
that if I start wanting to check my emails halfway through 
an episode, there’s something wrong with the pacing—
which can often be traced back to the number of episodes.

2. They’re both episodic. 
The good thing about a well-done episodic series is that 
you can make the anime match your preferred viewing 
pace and not the other way around. If you like to 
marathon a show, Cowboy Bebop and Samurai Champloo 
can accommodate. If you prefer to take things slow 
and watch an episode or two per week or even month, 
that’s also very do-able. While there is an overarching 
plot for both these anime, that story builds up gradually 

ANIME FOR 
VIRGINS
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over time, and the majority of episodes can be thought 
of as small self-contained stories in their own right.

3. The overarching stories are easy to follow.
By no means is either Samurai Champloo or Cowboy Bebop 
unintelligent. On the contrary, I still fi nd them thought-
provoking after a dozen re-watches. But you won’t fi nd 
any overly complex plot lines to keep track of or any witty 
rapid-pace dialogue. Best of all, there are no characters 
who are secretly bad guys but then suddenly switch sides 
before you discover that they’re actually another character’s 
long-lost sister’s wife’s cousin. There’s an excellent story to 
be told on both counts, but it’s told succinctly and without 
feeling like it’s trying too hard to be cool.

4. The artwork and animation is 
pretty top notch.
It’s not necessarily the most important thing 
about any given anime, but if I’m about to 
introduce someone to the medium then I want 
them to be impressed—especially if they’re 
expecting to be greeted by characters with 
enormous watery eyes and gravity-defying 
hair. The characters of Cowboy Bebop and 
Samurai Champloo certainly don’t look like 
actual people, but they have a kind of realism 
about them that’s lacking in many other titles 
out there; doubly so compared to the anime 
you might have seen airing back at home on 
weekday afternoons. The animation itself is fl uid 
and easy on the eyes, too. Cowboy Bebop in 
particular has aged very nicely, while the more 
recent Samurai Champloo has a slightly 
edgier, but just as smooth, feel.

5. The voice acting is excellent 
in both languages.
While I usually like to encourage people to view 
anime in its original language (romance/drama 
anime especially can be notoriously bad when 
they’re dubbed), Samurai Champloo and Cowboy 
Bebop are not only serviceable in English but are 
downright exceptional. The voice actors obviously 
have a good grasp of their respective characters and 
there’s no blindingly obvious lip fl apping. Moreover, 
if your level isn’t high enough to get by viewing 
anime in Japanese, not having to read the English 
subtitles means having that much more attention 
to spare to give to the visuals and overall narrative. 

Personally speaking, I think Samurai Champloo has a 
slight edge over Cowboy Bebop in terms of anime for 

newcomers, in that it has a bit more of a contemporary 
feel and isn’t quite as dramatic as the latter—in general 
it’s more lighthearted than Cowboy Bebop, although each 
have their darker moments. That said, Cowboy Bebop keeps 
getting better every time I watch it and can be considered 
the more classic of the pair. In any case, both shows mix 
comedy, drama and action incredibly well, and provide some 
solid groundwork for anyone just getting into anime. My 
key advice to anyone watching either of these for the fi rst 
time is not to over-think things and simply enjoy the ride.

Already seen these anime and still on the lookout for other 
beginner-friendly titles? I also recommend Eden of the 
East, Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, Death Note, Wolf’s 
Rain, and Sakamichi no Apollon.

Image source: Wikipedia
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“This must be Thursday,’ said 
Arthur to himself, sinking low 
over his beer. ‘I never could get 
the hang of Thursdays.” 
– Douglas Adams, The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy.

Spring is almost here. But spring has almost been here for 
months, it seems. No one at your school knows who Luke 
Skywalker is. Today you had to break up an altercation where 
two kids pinned down a third and were trying to force rice 
up his nose. And, after all that, despite living here for years, 
one of your JTEs asked you if you can use chopsticks.

Bad day? Bad month? Feel like it’s been a bad few years? 
You’re not alone. Every day JETs like you confront these 
minor irritations. At the time they don’t seem very minor 
and the aggravation can make you want to scream or 
throw up your hands, pack your things, and leave. Relax. 
Let’s talk about it. 

Firstly, if you feel this way you might be experiencing what 
is known as “Stage 2” of the cycle of culture shock, better 
expressed as cultural fatigue. This cycle is composed of four 
stages: (i) Honeymoon: where everything is new, exciting 
and interesting; (ii) Negotiation: in which a person begins 
to feel anxiety and stress as they struggle to adapt the 
foreign culture into their daily life; (iii) Adjustment: where 
the individual begins to integrate the new culture into 
their expectations of normalcy; and fi nally, (iv) Mastery: a 
more complete understanding and functionality within the 
culture that is no longer seen as alien. It is important to 
remember that even if you have been through the entire 
course before, it is not unusual to experience it multiple 
times. It is a cycle, and does not necessarily have a set end 
point. Even seasoned JETs who have been here for years 
may fi nd themselves returning to a previous stage they 
thought they’d conquered. It doesn’t mean you’ve taken 
a step backwards, but you still want to fi nd a way forward.

We tend to linger on Stage 2 during the winter. It’s cold, 
there’s less light, and you’re homesick. Some of you saw 
your friends and family back in your home countries 
over the winter break and the diffi culties of separation 
are freshly opened wounds. If you haven’t been home 
in a while, the homesickness can be a dull ache that is 

SURVIVING STAGE TWO: 

EMERGING FROM 
THE WINTER BLUES
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constantly with you. Maybe you’re tired of seeming like 
you’re either invisible or a space monster to people around 
you. Do they purposefully ignore you or gawk and point as 
you walk by?

Some or all of these things are contributing to your 
frustration of living in a foreign country. The important 
thing is to try to isolate what is giving you stress and the 
reason why it is affecting you in this negative way.

The next step can be diffi cult, but do your best to change 
your perspective. When things annoy you, take yourself 
out of your immediate point of view. Does the person 
asking you if you can use chopsticks really mean to be 
condescending? I doubt it. Remember that in Japanese 
culture a simple question of observation is a means of 
breaking the ice and being polite. Just roll with it, or take 
the opportunity to tell the person that in your country it 
is common to use chopsticks when eating Chinese, or 
Japanese, or Korean food.

When you have had the kind of day where one too many 
people have looked at you strangely, keep in mind that 
there are thousands of others here who share these same 
experiences with you. Other JETs in your area are generally 
the best resource for venting frustrations and gaining a 
better understanding of the people and culture around 
you. Your experiences in your everyday life will most closely 
resemble those of the other JETs in your city, town or 
island. Ask them for advice. What do they do when they are 
frustrated? This is especially important if your contracting 
organization is more remote. Those of us in the cities do 
not always appreciate how isolated the villages in the 
countryside can be. 

If you’re more in the wilderness than you are in civilization, 
your options for support from other JETs is going to be 
more diffi cult. There are places you can go online, but if 
you’re having a particularly rough time a better option are 
JET supported services like the AJET Peer Support Group. 

This is a group of JET volunteers who are available to 
“listen and support callers through a wide spectrum of 
challenges, and put them in touch with the appropriate 
resources.” The Peer Support Group’s hours are from 8:00 
in the evening until 7:00 in the morning and are there every 
day of the year. Feel free to contact them by phone at 050-
5534-5566, on Skype at AJETPSG, or for more information 
visit them at www.ajet.net/psg.

Look out the window. As bad as things can seem to get 
during these dreary months, spring is on the horizon. When 
it comes the world around you will warm up, the cherry 
blossoms will come out, and the sun will return. You are 
experiencing something unique and different from your 
friends and family back home. It is not just the changing of 
the seasons, it is bigger than that. You have been living and 
working in a foreign country for months or years. Most of 
the people you know back home will never leave their own 
country. You have done something special. The things that 
you’re seeing are things that those you’ve left back home 
never will. And, if this is to be your fi nal year in Japan, it 
will probably be the last time you see them as well. Don’t 
be saddened by this. The memories that you’ll have of this 
place will be with you for the rest of your life. Talk about 
your time here, educate those around you, and be happy 
with the years that you have spent here.

Strive to enjoy the remainder of your time here. When life 
gets hard try to put your frustrations in perspective. Talk to 
your friends in your area of the country, or contact those 
friends that you didn’t know you had at the Peer Support 
Group. As it says on the back of The Hitchhikers Guide to 
the Galaxy in large, friendly letters: Don’t panic! Remember 
that you’ll probably only be here once. Make the most of 
your time here and enjoy this unique experience. At the end 
you should be able to say in a warm and loving manner, 
“So long, and thanks for all the fi sh.”
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We’ve all heard the expression, ‘Everybody’s a little bit Irish 
on St. Patrick’s Day’. Well, whoever coined that little pearl 
of wisdom has clearly never heard of Japan… Or have 
they? This month, AJET Connect is taking a closer look at 
this distinctly Irish holiday.

For as long as I can remember, St. Patrick’s Day in Ireland 
has been a huge event. The preceding week is normally 
fi lled with carnivals, comedy events, fi reworks displays, 
concerts and more. The country is almost put on hold while 
parade routes are decided, street markets are set up and 
hotels fi ll up with tourists, especially those from across the 
Atlantic, looking to see where their heritage is from.

The day itself is a huge event, with news coverage 
showcasing St. Patrick’s Day celebrations from all over 
Ireland and around the world. Quite often, other countries 
put on a better show for St. Patrick’s Day than Ireland itself. 
Cities like Boston or New York have more people that are 
proud of their Irish descent than there are people in all of 
Ireland! So it’s not surprising at all that they put on a good 
show. Rivers get dyed green, landmarks get illuminated by 
emerald spotlights, and people try their best to pronounce 
‘sláinte’ (Slawn-tche)

Why all this love for an Irish holiday, you ask? Well, over 
the years, Irish people have emigrated around the world, 
to   America, Canada, Japan, Australia, India, Brazil… 

We’re everywhere, really! Every major city, from Seoul to 
Freetown will have at least one Irish pub. Usually these are 
friendly, welcoming places that make you feel at home, as 
well as being fi lled with soggy ex-pats mourning the fact 
that outside of Ireland (and strangely, South Africa) you 
can’t seem to get a proper pint of Guinness.

So a lot of Japanese people have an Irish connection, 
even if it is just that they frequent an Irish pub or they 
know somebody who still refers to that rainy little island 
in the east Atlantic as ‘The Old Country’. There is also a 
strong network of Irish ex-pats in Japan. These networks 
are usually located in the major cities like Tokyo, Osaka 
or Kyoto, but with the advent of Facebook and e-mail 
newsletters, smaller groups are spreading their infl uence 
throughout regions as far north as Hokkaido and all the 
way down in Okinawa. The groups try to organize get-
togethers for Irish people, or arrange for people to play a 
bit of music in a local izakaya or bar. Kyoto, in particular, 
has a lively Irish pub and music scene, with a variety of 
venues to suit your tastes. Accordingly, Kyoto also has 
some of the best St. Patrick’s Day festivities currently on 
offer in Japan. 

A famous Irish band called The Chieftans, or to give them 
their Katakana name, ‘Za Shifutanzu’, just fi nished a long 
running tour of Japan. They played concerts in Sasebo, 
Fukuoka, Tokyo, Matsumoto and several other major 

ST. PATRICK’S DAY IN JAPAN 
(AND OTHER VALENTINE’S DAY MUSINGS)

By Matthew Jones

CULTURE
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cities. Their traditional style of Irish music was generally 
appreciated by Japanese ears; the concert I attended in 
Sasebo had very few empty seats in the house. The fact 
that they invite people up on stage during the last song 
for a bit of a dance attracted gales of laughter, at least 
until those who were laughing loudest got dragged up 
too! The success of the tour, and the lack of lawsuits for 
crippling emotional damage caused by dancing on stage in 
front of hundreds of people, shows that Irish and Japanese 
cultures are quite compatible and that there is a growing 
‘Celtophile’ movement in Japan, as people learn more 
about not just Ireland, but Celtic nations in general.

And what better way is there to spread internationalization 
than to study Irish people on their national holiday? 
There’s no sense in denying it, St. Patrick’s Day is a national 
holiday where parties are encouraged. And since Ireland 
has been producing alcoholic beverages for centuries, it 
would be rude not to try a glass or two of your favourite 
tipple. Just don’t over-do it. Yes, the Irish for whiskey is 
‘uisce beatha’, which can be translated as ‘the water of 
life’, but St Patrick’s Day is all about having a good time. I 
contacted the group for University College Dublin’s alumni 
in Japan, as well as some Irish JET Programme participants, 
and got some real gems about their St. Patrick's Day plans:

‘Hopin’ to be in the parade and then go on the sesh!’
‘The plan is to attend the Nagoya parade, but best 
intentions are always spoiled by small children!’
‘There’s some sort of fancy paddy’s day event in Tokyo, but 
fack [sic] that!’ 
‘I’m going to the parade in Tokyo, and then to a Jameson 
event afterwards’

‘I’m heading to Molly Malone’s in Hiroshima to tell all the 
Americans that it’s Paddy’s, not Patty’s’

Japan’s enkai culture fi ts in quite well with this established 
global ritual of going out for a ‘session’ on St. Patrick’s 
Day, especially upon considering that, as we all know by 
now, Japanese people need only the smallest reason to go 
out and have a good time as a group. So why not consider 
marking the day when it’s socially acceptable to wear loud 
green clothing, pinch people who forgot to wear green 
and break out that terrible ‘Oirish ak-sent’ that you know 
you’ve been practicing in the shower.

If you want to spend the day listening to Irish music and 
songs, why not check out one of the events being organized 
by the Irish embassy, or by Irish Network Japan? There are 
also countless events happening in the Irish and English 
pubs, not to mention the international bars that are littered 
all over Japan.

 ‘The Gathering’ Emerald Ball. 16th March, The Conrad 
Tokyo Hotel

 Francis Bacon Art Exhibition 8th March – 26th May, 
Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo

 The Wild Rover annual concert, 31st March, multiple 
venues in Shibuya, Tokyo

 Photo Exhibition, Unfamiliar Japan, ongoing – 24th 
March, Lafcadio Hearn Memorial Museum, Matsue City

 St Patrick’s day Parades :
 Tokyo- Over 50,000 people take part in and attend 

this parade.
 Osaka- Very lively parade with sub-events showcasing 

Irish food, drink and crafts.

 Kyoto- Small parade that visits food stalls, Irish pubs, 
and Irish music stages

 Matsue- mini parade, focusing on the cultural 
connection between Ireland and Japan.

 Kumamoto- active parade, marching drum and brass 
bands with ‘Celtic Kareoke’ afterwards

 Hiroshima- mini events focused around music 
performances.

 Sapporo- mini parade, with events in Yoyogi Park and 
restaurants around town.

Full schedules are available at: http://www.irish-network-
japan.com/en/news/ireland-festival-japan and
http://www.irishembassy.jp/home/index.aspx?id=33449 

If you can’t travel to these, have no fear. There is hope for 
you yet. It is one of the fundamental laws of the universe 
that once a village turns into a town, it acquires an Irish 
pub. Don’t ask me how… the whole process is shrouded 
in myth. Perhaps it’s a magical event, perhaps the whiskey 
distillers of Ireland are planning world domination, or 
perhaps an Irishman looked for the Irish pub, couldn’t fi nd 
it, and then discovered his life purpose was to make his 
own. My particular local, the St. Andrew’s Jigger Inn in 
Nagasaki, is having a wee concert with Irish drinks and 
food being served in equal measure on the 16th and 17th 
of March. 

So, this coming St Patrick’s Day, make sure to fi nd your 
nearest party and get yourself there to have some great 
craic… please note though, that ‘craic’, though it means 
‘fun’, is pronounced ‘crack’, and if you say to an American 
‘come on out tonight, we’ll have some great craic’… you 
may get a few stares, and a trip to the police station!

CULTURE



1919

In August 1817, Titia Bergsma and Petronella Munts became the fi rst Western women to set foot in Japan, breaking the 
isolationist policies of the Japanese shogunate by doing so. Under the Tokugawa shogunate, Japan remained closed off 
from the world. At the time of the women’s arrival, only men from the Netherlands and China were permitted to enter 
Japan for the purposes of trade. Women were expressly forbidden. 

Dejima is a man-made island in Nagasaki. It was built to hold Portuguese traders, but by the early 19th century, Japan’s 
relations with Portugal had broken down and the Dutch had taken up residence there.

Thirty-one year old Titia Bergsma accompanied her husband Jan Cock Blomhoff to Dejima, with their infant son John and 
wetnurse Petronella Munts. Titia’s husband Jan had been to Nagasaki before, and had in fact had an affair with a Japanese 
woman. The daughter born of that relationship died young, in 1813. Two years after his return to Holland, Jan married Titia. 
When he was appointed director of the Dutch trading colony, they decided to return to Japan together.

 
The fl ummoxed governor of Nagasaki permitted the ladies and child to enter Dejima, but upon hearing of their presence, 
the shogun, Tokugawa Ienari, refused a residence permit and ordered them to leave. However, it was three more months 
before another Dutch ship that could take them home would dock in Nagasaki. Titia petitioned the shogun to change his 
mind, but was refused. 

Fot the short time they stayed in Nagasaki, the ladies, and Titia in particular, became objects of fascination. They were 
sketched and painted multiple times by Japanese artists. We can only wonder what thoughts went through the women’s 
minds, or the minds of the Japanese who met them. Unable to communicate with language, they must have needed an 
interpreter, or perhaps sat only in silence as Titia had her image sketched with Petronella, or her husband and son. Titia’s 
curly reddish hair, neatly bound, and the minute details of her European dress were faithfully recorded by the artists. These 
images were one the most popular prints of 19th century Japan, outselling all others. The curiosity of the Japanese was 
surely mutually shared by Titia and Petronella, looking out as they did on customs so different from their own.

It is hard to get a sense of Titia’s character from her smooth face and downcast eyes. She seems a little sad in the pictures. 
Perhaps being so far from home, greeted with hostility by the shogun after a grueling ocean voyage, and unable to 
understand the language or culture of her new home, was a heavy burden to her. However, she must have had a strong 
will, to travel so far with her husband against explicit orders. 

On December 4, 1817, Titia, Petronella and Titia’s son John set sail for the long voyage home. It was the last time Jan would 
see his wife, for she died in the Netherlands four years later, before he returned home. But the presence of the women 
lingers on in Japan, especially in the hundreds of popular prints, drawings and sculptures of them that still circulate today.
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With the chilly winter receding and the school holidays 
approaching, you may be inclined to give one of Japan's 400 
or so theme parks a whirl this spring. It’s no exaggeration 
to say that Japan something of a love affair with theme 
parks, with attractions generating millions of dollars 
worth of revenue each year. However, not every venture in 
adventure turns out successfully. Here is the rollercoaster 
tale of two very different theme parks in Japan...

Tokyo Disneyland
When Walt Disney commissioned the creation of a black 
and white anthropomorphic rodent in 1928, little did he 
know how huge its cultural impact on the world would be. 
After several decades of award-winning cartoons featuring 
Mickey Mouse and friends, the Disney brand ambitiously 
conceived a huge theme park in Anaheim, California. 
The success of this fi rst Disneyland resort spawned other 
branded theme parks throughout the world, cashing in on 
people's unquenchable thirst for all of Disney's cute and 
cuddly creations.

The fi rst international foray for Disney was Tokyo 
Disneyland in Chiba. Celebrating its 30th birthday in April, 
Tokyo Disneyland has become the world’s third most visited 
theme park, attracting an incredible 14 million visitors in 
2011, despite a month-long closure as a result of the Great 
Tohoku Earthquake.

Split into seven themed areas with rides and attractions 
featuring past favourites like Goofy and Dumbo, to more 
recent characters such as Lilo and Stitch, Tokyo Disneyland 

seems like a carbon copy of its American prototypes at fi rst 
glance: the “It's a Small World” ride promotes a utopian 
vision of peace and harmony to a saccharine ditty much 
like its other international counterparts, whilst Cinderella's 
Castle replicates the fantastical mystery of its prototype in 
Florida's Magic Kingdom almost perfectly.  

However, whilst the mechanics of Tokyo Disneyland are 
similar to the American originals, its customer demographic 
renders it rather unique. Most Disney parks around the 
world are frequented by excited children, bellies full 
of candy-fl oss, clutching Pluto balloons and screaming 
at Pocahontas with slightly reluctant parents in tow. 
Tokyo, however, has an altogether more adult feel, with 
honeymooners and gaggles of grown-ups mingling with 
the families and school trips.

Tokyo Disneyland has been so successful that a second 
park, Tokyo Disney Sea, was added to the Resort in 2001. 
Having cost a staggering $4bn to build, it too has ascended 
the global theme park attendance ranks and it is now the 
fourth most visited attraction in the world.

However, the resort has not been without its controversies. 
In 2006, a huge pillar toppled off a Buzz Lightyear fl oat 
and fell crashing to the ground near a group of visitors. 
Whilst there were no injuries, it caused the daily parade 
to be cancelled whilst safety checks were undertaken. 
In 2003, the famous Space Mountain roller-coaster also 
derailed, resulting in disciplinary action for 17 employees.

A TALE OF TWO PARKS
Chris Barstow
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Despite those blips, the Resort remains as popular as ever, 
as Japan's faltering economy stimulates more domestic 
tourism. Mickey Mouse may be getting closer to his 
centenary, but the Disney juggernaut shows no signs of 
slowing down...

Niigata Russian Village
Like all of the world’s most successful amusement parks, 
Tokyo Disneyland possesses the essential ingredients 
for a profi table winning formula; a popular, accessible 
location and an engaging theme that will keep the punters 
streaming through the turnstiles to spend their hard 
earned cash.

Twenty years ago, a brand new theme park opened its 
doors to the public for the fi rst time, looking to cement its 
place amongst the temples and mountains that make up 
Japan’s more traditional attractions. The theme?  Russia. 
The location?  Up an anonymous hill, an hour away from 
the northern coastal port of Niigata. Mickey Mouse must 
have been quaking in his boots...

Niigata Russian Village has passed into something of a 
legend as an astounding folly in entrepreneurship. Opened 
to the public in 1993, the Village contained replicas of 
famous Russian monuments and fi gures but curiously, no 
rides. With a replica of the opulent Church of the Nativity 
in Suzdal, traditional Russian dwellings and a luxury hotel, 
the park aimed to capture the attention of internationally 
curious locals as well as visitors from Siberia. 

Niigata enjoyed a steady stream of Russian tourists on 
international ferry services looking to take a shiny new 
Toyota or Honda back to Vladivostok. However, it soon 
became clear that they didn’t have an appetite to give their 
new wheels a spin into the wilderness to see a Japanese 
imitation of their motherland. The park suffered from 
a dearth of visitors and with spiralling debts by the late 
1990s, was faced with closure. Despite a fi nancial injection 

and a makeover giving it a temporary stay of execution, 
the Russian Village continued to stumble along before its 
eventual demise in 2004.

Ironically, the park has arguably seen more interest after its 
death than during its life. Rather than being demolished, 
the park and its assorted bric-a-brac was left behind by 
its owners to collect dust and spider webs. However, 
this unloved exhibit of niche kitsch soon developed a 
cult following, with its abandonment making it the ideal 
pilgrimage for lovers of haikyo. Often referred to as 
‘urban exploration’, haikyo is the hobby of visiting ruined 
buildings with purveyors able to ponder in the eerie silence 
how their building of choice may have looked in its heyday.  
There are countless reports and blogs online about visits 
to the park following its collapse and anecdotes of how 
the hotel rooms were preserved enough to enable people 
to spend the night there after admiring the Russian dolls, 
stuffed woolly mammoths and other quirky artefacts 
littered around the venue.

Perhaps inevitably though, time has caught up with the 
Russian village. The site has been increasingly vandalised 
and looted over the years, whilst a recent fi re damaged 
much of what was left in the hotel. What remains is an 
increasingly depressing shell of someone’s broken, and 
probably vodka-infused, dreams, but perhaps a very real 
antidote to the shiny gloss of Disney...

Other Theme Parks in Japan
If magical Mickey and messy Moscow don’t fl oat your boat, 
here are some of Japan’s other most notorious theme parks:

Fuji-Q (Yamanashi) 
Set at the foot of Japan's most iconic landmark, Fuji-Q 
offers gut-wrenching roller-coasters such as Fujiyama, 
Takabisha and Dodonpa which will strike fear into even 
the most hardy of thrill-seekers.

Universal Studios (Osaka)
Another American import, Universal Studios is one of 
Kansai's most popular attractions. Featuring movie-based 
rides, The Wizarding World of Harry Potter is set to become 
the park's tenth themed area when it opens next year.

Nagasaki Huis Ten Bosch (Nagasaki)
Translated as 'House in the Forest', this theme park is 
based on all things Dutch, with windmills, canals and clogs 
aplenty. Sadly though, the coffee shops only sell coffee, 
which may explain why the park has been dogged with 
disappointing attendance fi gures and fi nancial diffi culties.

Parque España (Mie) 
Offering up fl amenco and paella alongside roller-coasters 
and onsen, Parque España is another curious cultural 
fusion to offer internationally minded Japanese tourists the 
chance to experience the exotic without having to pack 
their passports.

Space World (Fukuoka)
For those with an interest in Mars and meteors, Space 
World serves up some atmospheric rides and amusements 
for a sky-high fee.

Chris Barstow is a second year ALT in Yamagata Prefecture. He prefers 
St Petersburg to Peter Pan...
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YouTube has made global superstars out of 
choreographed Filipino prisoners, sneezing 
Chinese pandas and imaginary pony-riding 
Korean entertainers. However, Japan has 
also produced some rather entertaining 
videos to add to the bunch, as well. Here 
is a list of some of your favourite Japanese 
YouTube clips:

10. Asian Girl Meets Daniel Radcliffe
A teenage competition winner gets to 
fulfi l her life’s ambition and meet the 

real-life Harry Potter. Despite squealing with excitement 
and shaking with joy, she still manages to conjure up some 
textbook English...what would your ALT say?
http://youtu.be/UqXpFqEnsZM

9. Japan Ghost Prank
Japan’s propensity towards physical comedy 
makes the classic prank particularly popular. 

This supernatural set-up is as hilarious for the viewer as it 
was traumatic for the victim...
http://youtu.be/HJ-bvTJxtms

8. Kracie—Happy Kitchen #4—Mini Hamburger
By methodically creating miniaturised novelty 
foods in complete silence, RR Cherry Pie has 

built up a cult online following. Whilst making a burger, 
fries and Coke out of powders and water may be enough 
to put you off fast food for life, a small part of you will still 
no doubt want to taste it.
http://youtu.be/g8gJOCwBuFc

7. Maru The Cat
No YouTube list could be complete without 
featuring a star of the fl uffy, four-legged 

variety. Maru's cunning talents to portray a wide range of 
emotions has made it into one of Japan's most famous and 
popular online animals.
http://youtu.be/z_AbfPXTKms

6. Extreme Janken
Ever wondered how you can spice up a dull 
game of janken?  All you need is a stick, a 

bucket and a desire to assault your hapless opponent. 
http://youtu.be/Kd-Tr6ErqBA

5. Smoke On The Water—Japanese version
One of the more bizarre but brilliant examples of 
Japanese/Western cultural fusion, this clip sees a 

Deep Purple’s rock anthem tackled by an orchestra consisting 
of shamisen, koto and other traditional native instruments.
http://youtu.be/ASsyGWa3TPE

JAPAN’S 
YOUTUBE 

TOP TEN
Chris Barstow

4. Polar Bear Escaping from Tokyo Zoo Drill
As those hilarious school intruder drills 
demonstrate, Japan is fond of covering their 

bases when it comes to emergency preparation. This clip 
will show you what to do in case a man dressed as a polar 
bear decides to go a little crazy in your school (or, you 
know, a zoo…if that’s different).
http://youtu.be/6dDL7suUM_g

3. Broken Wear
Combine a Japanese Jackass with a techno 
soundtrack, picturesque locations and bad 

Engrish, and you're close to imaging the life of Mr Broken 
Wear, a man on a mission to push his body and garments 
to the limit for your entertainment.
http://youtu.be/vTEIb8cg-t8

2. The Japanese Tradition—Sushi
Learn some surprising new etiquette tips 
when sampling Japan’s signature dish in this 

hilarious parody of the customs of the traditional sushi 
shop... You’ll never look at a hot towel or a fi re engine the 
same way again.
http://youtu.be/bDL8yu34fz0

1. Sh*t Japanese Kids Say
Three and a half minutes of witty insights into 
the typical Japanese classroom, capturing the 

personalities, expressions, slang and mangled English that 
we’re all too familiar with. So accurate, it’s like looking into 
a mirror world.
http://youtu.be/O5GS9Mi_AIs

With thanks to: Amelia Hagen, Gordon Farrell, Kaley Kriminger, Amanda 
Horton, Sarah Jane Blenkhorn, Siôn Palmer, Amber Mezbourian, Sara 
Paliga and Erica Marfell Lewis!
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Japan Events 
March 13th 2013 – April 13th 2013

Don’t see your favorite festival here? Have an upcoming event you’re super excited 
for? Let’s put them on the calendar and spread the love! Contact Events at steven.
thompson@ajet.net with the details! If you’re not sure what’s going on in your area, you 
can always get in touch with your Block Representative or local AJET chapter! 

Event name Location Date

Kyoto Hanatouro Kyoto, Kyoto March 8th – 17th 

As mentioned in last month’s calendar, the Higashiyama-district version of the Kyoto lantern 
road light-up is really a beautiful sight that can be enjoyed during your Kyoto wanderings. 
Various nighttime events are held throughout. 
http://www.hanatouro.jp/e/higashiyama/index.html 

Osaka Asian Film Festival Osaka, Osaka March 8th – 17th 

Held at several venues throughout the city, the 8th edition of the OAFF will showcase fi lms from 
throughout Asia, including China, the Philippines, and Taiwan. There will be a grand prize up 
for grabs as well as panels focusing on Asian cinema. 
http://www.oaff.jp/2013/english/index.html 

March Sumo Basho Osaka, Osaka March 10th – 24th 

The March tournament (one of six sumo tournaments in the year) is held yearly at the Osaka 
Prefectural Gymnasium. As I’ve said before, and will say every time a sumo tournament is 
mentioned, you can’t live in Japan without seeing sumo at least once! Modern day sporting 
excitement combines with solemn tradition and ceremony. 
http://www.sumo.or.jp/eng/ 

White Day Throughout Japan March 14th 

Remember when I said your time was coming, guys? White Day is here! Time to repay the 
chocolates and assorted gifts you received three-times over! Hope you’ve been saving up. As 
with Valentine’s Day, many restaurants and hotels will have White Day specials for couples (or 
friends who don’t mind acting) to enjoy. 

Honen Matsuri Komaki, Aichi March 15th 

There are several of these fertility festivals held throughout Japan annually on the 15th, but 
the best known is held in the small town of Komaki, just north of Nagoya city. Hopes for a 
prosperous year are symbolized by the carrying of mikoshi…that are shaped like 2.5 meter-
long phalluses. Phallic souvenirs and foods (choco-banana takes on a new light, here) are sold. 
This is a must-see during your time in Japan. 
http://www.tagatajinja.com/pg18.html  (NSFW…?)

Saga Torch Ceremony Kyoto, Kyoto March 15th 

To honor the death of the Buddha, this event features 7 meter high bundles of straw which are 
set ablaze. Many things are foretold in these fl ames, including the price of stocks and the state 
of the harvest. 
http://www.pref.kyoto.jp/visitkyoto/en/info_required/traditional/kyoto_city/19/ 

Traditional Osaka Performing 
Arts in English

Osaka, Osaka March 16th & 30th 

The Yamamoto Noh theater provides visitors on these two nights with the rare opportunity to 
experience traditional Japanese art forms such as Noh theater, shamisen ballads, and comic 
storytelling in English. Highlighted scenes are presented in a way that is easy for beginners to 
understand. 
http://www.osaka.cci.or.jp/tourism/detail.php3?eid=2072 
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Oita AJET Charity Bike Ride Tsukumi, Oita March 16th – 17th 

As we mentioned way back in our December issue of Connect (available here: http://ajet.net/
ajet-connect/), this great event aims to raise money for Foundation 18, a charity in Indonesia. 
While registration to participate is closed, you can still donate or attend and cheer them on!
http://www.facebook.com/events/385313528213448/?ref=14 

Tokyo Outdoor Weekend Tokyo, Tokyo March 16th – 17th 

The event formerly known as Tokyo Outdoor Show has added another day to bring you even 
more vendors and exhibits and workshops all relating to getting out and getting healthy. 
Decorate Frisbees, get advice on camping gear, or just stroll around the outdoor fl ea market. 
Events will be going on in Yoyogi park, Shibuya, and Harajuku. 
http://www.tokyooutdoorshow.jp/ 

Sagicho Fire Festival Omihachiman, Shiga March 16th – 17th 

Spawned in the 1500s when newcomers, bummed they had missed an earlier fi re festival, 
declared they’d have a crazier one. This two-day festival features large, intricate fl oats based 
on the zodiac of that year (2013 is snake). At least one fl oat is carried by men in drag, a call 
back to the festival’s history. On the second day, the fl oats are drunkenly smashed into each 
other before being set into the water and set afl ame, while men in makeup dance behind. You 
should probably check it out. 
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/location/spot/festival/sagicho.html 

St. Patrick’s Day Throughout Japan March 17th 

The Irish-loving, green-wearing holiday has gained popularity in Japan over the years, and 
you can attend huge, exciting parades in many major cities in Japan. The very biggest (and 
therefore Irish-est) of them is held along Harajuku’s Ometosando Street in Tokyo. Also keep an 
eye out for the students of Fukushima Onahama Daiichi Elementary, who will be marching in 
the parade! For more information about St. Patrick’s Day in Japan, check out Matthew Jones’s 
article in this month’s Culture section!
http://www.irish-network-japan.com/en/event/tokyo-st-patricks-parade 

Tokyo Fashion Week Tokyo Midtown March 17th – 23rd 

The bi-annual Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week kicks off its spring collection at several venues in 
Tokyo’s midtown district. Many of what I’m assured are famous brands will show off creations 
on the runway in hopes of sparking off the next big thing. Aside from the runway events, there 
are also big music/fashion party things. Please forward all questions to our Fashion Editor.
http://tokyo-mbfashionweek.com/en/ 

Golden Dragon Dance Tokyo, Tokyo March 18th 

A festival celebrating when the Buddha statue was found at Senso-ji in Asakusa, the legend 
goes that on this day many years ago, 1,000 pine trees suddenly appeared, with a golden 
dragon showing up three days after that. The dragon dance is accompanied by geisha playing 
music in a cart nearby. 
http://www.asakusa-umai.ne.jp/e_asakusa/matsuri/index_spr_e.html#1 

Vernal Equinox Throughout Japan March 20th 

The bi-annual time in the year when the day and night are of equal 12-hour lengths is an 
auspicious occasion in Japanese culture. Higan, the week surrounding the equinox is similar to 
Obon in that families visit the graves of their ancestors to clean and pay respects. The day of 
the equinox is a day to be close to nature and express affection for all living things. 

Yoyogi Jazz Fest Tokyo, Tokyo March 20th 

Appreciate all living things by appreciating the living music that is jazz. Hepcats (totally 
acceptable usage in this context) from the university jazz circuit gather in Yoyogi park for a day 
full of free jazz and outdoor fun. 
http://www.yoyogi-jazz.com/ 

Cherry Blossom Viewing Throughout Japan
March 20th – April 
24th 
(approximately)

The Japanese tradition of hanami (literally “fl ower viewing”) is at its height as the cherry 
blossoms bloom for their brief period of beauty. Famous places to partake in this event include 
the Philosopher’s Path in Kyoto, Ueno Park in Tokyo, and Yoshinoyama in Nara. During those 
two-ish weeks, make sure you fi nd a group to picnic with under the gently falling blossoms 
while you compose haiku and refl ect on the transience of all things. Also, you get to drink 
outside during the day! 
http://www.jnto.go.jp/sakura/eng/index.php 

Art Fair Tokyo Taito, Tokyo March 22nd – 24th 

This public event at the Tokyo International Forum caters to those who see something they like 
in a gallery and want to take it home. Always wanted a traditional Japanese woodblock print? 
You can buy it here! Many tables of contemporary and traditional art will be available for 
purchase. 
http://artfairtokyo.com/en/ 

EVENTS
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Tokyo International Anime Fair Tokyo, Tokyo March 23rd – 24th 

One of the largest anime exhibitions of the year is held for 4 days at Odaiba’s Tokyo Big Sight 
in March. The last two days are open to the public, who are welcome to shop for anime goods, 
attend panels with artists and voice actors, and fi ll their bags with fresh-baked anime. Due to 
the nature of the event, lots of English support is provided. 
http://www.tokyoanime.jp/en/ 

Tropical Night Stay Chiba, Tokyo
March 23rd – 25th 
April 2nd – 3rd 

Every year, Chiba’s Kamogawa Aquarium opens their doors at night for 60 lucky people to 
have a look behind the scenes and spend the night sleeping with the fi shes (in the good way). 
Reservations are extremely limited, and must be made in Japanese. 
http://www.kamogawa-seaworld.jp/info/news_release_page.php?eid=246 

Nippombashi Street Festa Osaka, Osaka March 24th 

The Chuo district’s Sakaisuji Ave, in the area known as Denden Town, features cosplay events, 
anime-music clubbing, and robot parades. Robot parades! The streets will be alive with crazy, 
nerdy fervor. Check it out! 
http://nippombashi.jp/festa/2013/  

Water Vapor Lion Dance Hakone, Kanagawa March 27th 

A Shinto ritual at the Sengokuhara Suwa-jinja, where costumed lion dancers take boiling water 
and throw the steam across the crowds. Those sprayed with the (safe) vapor are said to be 
protected from sickness for an entire year. 
http://www.hakone.or.jp/blog/hakone-de-sagasu/index.html?page=2764 

Tokyo Sevens Rugby 
Tournament 

Tokyo, Tokyo March 30th – 31st 

The Tokyo leg of the worldwide HSBC Sevens Rugby tournament comes again this year, with 
many countries participating for the top spot. For those of you who want to brush up on your 
sevens rugby before it becomes an Olympic event (summer 2016), this is a great opportunity to 
see it in action. 
http://www.irbsevens.com/destination/edition=11/index.html 

Fukushima 3-on-3 Charity 
Basketball

Koriyama, Fukushima March 30th – 31st 

Check out this month’s Sports section for the full story on this awesome charity event hosted 
by Eyes for Fukushima, a group of JETs looking to bring spirit and life back to Fukushima via 
interprefectural events and broader visibility for the prefecture. 
http://www.facebook.com/events/144555005700383/?ref=14 

Ceremonial Pro Wrestling Tokyo, Tokyo March 31st 

If the honozuno at Yasukuni shrine didn’t appeal to you, how about some high-fl ying, 
headlocking, tights-wearing pro-wrestling? Literally called hono puroresu, this event is a silly 
alternative to the subdued dignity of honozuno. 
http://www.kamogawa-seaworld.jp/info/news_release_page.php?eid=246 

Punkspring 2013 Chiba, Tokyo March 31st 

Organized by the same promoters who bring Summer Sonic later in the year, this punk festival’s 
2013 lineup includes NOFX, Weezer, Lagwagon, Pennywise, and Simple Plan. 
http://www.punkspring.com/13/ 

Historic Geisha Dances of 
Kyoto

Kyoto, Kyoto April 1st – 30th 

A yearly tradition in its 141st year, the geisha-danced Miyako Odori celebrates the coming of 
the cherry blossoms in Kyoto’s old entertainment district, Gion. The Gion Kaburenjo has been 
the traditional venue for this annual event since 1873, carefully maintained and preserved. 
There are four performances daily, so it should be easy to fi t into your schedule! The Kyo Odori, 
another popular and famous dance, is held in the fi rst two weeks of April nearby, while the last 
two weeks see the Kitano Odori, the most elite of the three. 
http://www.miyako-odori.jp/odori_en.html 
http://www.pref.kyoto.jp/visitkyoto/en/info_required/traditional/kyoto_city/21/ 
http://www.pref.kyoto.jp/visitkyoto/en/info_required/traditional/kyoto_city/23/ 

Kanamara Festival Kawasaki, Kanagawa April 1st 

In case you miss Aichi’s honen matsuri, there’s another chance to see giant phalluses carried 
around. This time at Kawasaki’s Kanayama shrine inside the Wakamiya Hachimangu shrine 
complex. Due to the history of metalwork in the city, this one is made of steel. You know, I just 
recommend you try and make it out to both of these festivals. 
http://tomuraya.co.jp/wakamiya-10.htm  

EVENTS
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Gyoki Tokyo, Tokyo April 2nd – 7th 

The Pure Land Buddhist temple of Zojoji commemorates the death of their founder, Honen, 
with these days of colorful parades and bungaku (ancient imperial court music, like dubstep 
in…no way). A procession of Buddhist priests including children can be seen every day at 
noon. A beautiful temple to see anytime, with a giant cedar tree planted by the 18th U.S. 
President, Ulysses S. Grant. 
http://www.zojoji.or.jp/en/index.html 

Wine and Gourmet Japan Tokyo, Tokyo April 3rd – 5th 

Do you like your foods fancy and your beverages with a bouquet? The Tokyo Big Sight will be 
full of professional foodies from around the world just waiting to chat and give you samples 
of their expensive wares. Also a good place to fi nd a caterer for a wedding, in case, you know, 
you’re doing that thing. 
http://www.wineandgourmetjapan.com/ 

Honozumo Tokyo, Tokyo April 6th 

Hono Sumo (honozumo) matches are those sumo matches which take place at shrine precincts 
for purposes of ritual rather than sport. For those of you who fi nd the whole arena thing to 
be blasé, or want to see sumo for free in a shrine courtyard, you can do that thing at Yasukuni 
shrine. 
http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/index.html 

Nagoya SpringFest Nagoya, Aichi April 6th – 7th 

Nagoya’s Kakuozan district holds many festivals throughout the year, which brings out street 
performers and fl ea markets and an all-in-all lively atmosphere. The spring festival is no 
exception, with cherry blossoms blooming overhead the traditional games, pop performances, 
and international food fair. 
http://www.kakuozan.com/festival/2013/01_spring.html 

Gifu Dosan Festival Gifu, Gifu April 6th – 7th 

Beginning annually on the fi rst Saturday in March, the Dosan festival commemorates the death 
of Saito Dosan at the Dosan family temple, Jozai. The city then erupts with parades, marching 
bands, and fl ea markets. At night, the mikoshi and lanterns are brought out. The night is 
capped off with creepy wind-up dolls moving on their own and a fi reworks display. A little bit 
of everything can be found at Gifu’s biggest yearly festival. 
http://www.gifucvb.or.jp/en/02_event/02_01.html 

Ieyasu Parade Okazaki, Aichi April 7th 

The city of Okazaki is famous for being the birthplace of Tokugawa Ieyasu, one of Japan’s 
most infl uential rulers. The parade aims to reenact his huge royal procession, with nearly 1,000 
people participating every year, all dressed in period costume. The parade makes its way to 
Otogawa riverbank, where an amazing reenactment of the battle of Sekigahara takes place. 
http://okazaki-kanko.jp/links/dom/contents/schedule/ieyasu.htm 

Spring Archery Ritual Takatsuki, Osaka April 7th 

A large, 30 meter rope resembling a giant snake is carried throughout the town to Yasaka-jinja. 
After it arrives, targets are placed to represent the snake’s eyes and arrows are shot by the 
participants. 
http://www.osaka-info.jp/en/search/detail/event_8890.html 

Penis Festival Near Tokyo April 7th

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kanamara_Matsuri

Hana Matsuri Throughout Japan April 8th 

Formally called Kanbutsue, the ‘fl ower festival’ marks the Buddha’s birthday in Japan and 
is celebrated at Buddhist shrines with festoons of fl owers. The ceremonies surrounding the 
shrines are subdued in volume but wonderfully colorful. Visitors recreate the birth of Buddha in 
legend by pouring sweet ama-cha over a statue of Buddha as an infant, then take some of the 
tea home to drink as purifi cation. Demonstrations of arts and skills are also common around 
Buddhist temples at this time. Want to fi nd a Buddhist temple? Just look for those with the 
suffi x ‘–ji’ in their names (‘-jinja’ are Shinto shrines). 

Tejikara Fire Festival Gifu, Gifu April 13th 

Ever thought, “Well yeah, mikoshi are ornately decorated and absurdly heavy and often carried 
by drunk guys, but couldn’t they be more exciting?” Gifu heard you, so they’ve been attaching 
spark-blasting fi reworks to their mikoshi for nearly 300 years. Protective clothing? No way, Gifu 
men take off their shirts to bathe in the fl ames. If you can manage to see one fi re festival per 
month in Japan, you’re doing well. 
http://www.gifucvb.or.jp/en/02_event/02_02.html 
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A new year has begun, local AJET chapters are changing 
leaders, and your brain-pot is coming to a boil with delicious 
idea-stew. Maybe you want to plan some sort of ‘event’ for 
the people in your area, a drinking party event, a fundraiser 
event, a sporting event... Luckily for you, this just so happens 
to be the Events section, and this month we’ve collected tips 
on how to plan and pull off a big group event while living in 
Japan. We spoke with JETs around Japan whose experiences 
(both good and bad) should give you a good primer on how 
best to get everyone together and having a great time. These 
seasoned senpai want to help you with getting your event 
from pipe dream to pipe...execution.

Special thanks, of course, goes to these veteran event-ers 
who contributed to this article: Liz Ekers, current head of 
Fukushima AJET; Jason Ishida, co-founder of the charity 
group Eyes for Fukushima and Volunteer Coordinator for 
Fukushima AJET; Gene Lyu, representative for Eyes for 
Fukushima and volunteer at Living Dreams; Amelia Hagen, 
former head of Fukuoka AJET and current Treasurer of 
National AJET; and Ruth Rowntree, former vice president 
of Kagoshima AJET.

The journey of a thousand smiles begins with 
one step
We’re truly sorry for that pun. So the wheels in your head have 
started turning and you’d like to do something awesome 
for the people in your area, a welcome party for new JETs 
or maybe a cultural outing, where do you even begin?

Gene: Plan in advance. I mean, months in advance. You’ll 
be surprised at how diffi cult it can be to do something as 
simple as booking a gym. It also gives you time to adjust if 
you run into any obstacles (and you will). 

Ruth: Think big. Start small...if you are not piggy-backing 
on an already-established event or working with a team 
of like-minded individuals who can help you magically 
navigate social schisms here (in Japan), then you are most 
likely going to fi nd yourself up against some heavyweight 
hurdles...The earlier you encounter a mishap, the sooner 

the calamity clouds will part to provide foresight and help 
you refocus.

Jason:  Don’t assume that everyone will be excited and 
enthusiastic about your event without fi rst clearly defi ning 
its purpose and goals. Talk to your target audience and 
ensure that your event is something that they want/need 
to happen. Organize well ahead of time since things take a 
lot longer than you would anticipate to plan and execute. 

Money and venues: take the former and give 
it to the latter
Unless you had a really sketchy job in high school, you may 
not have experience collecting cash from lots of people, and 
once you have it, what do you do? Those of you answering, 
“blow it all on pachinko” may want to reconsider planning 
an event for your friends and colleagues. 

Amelia: Scope out venues ahead of time to confi rm that 
there is enough space for eating, dancing, mingling, etc...
Club/restaurant managers are usually open to working 
with AJET to create the best layout for everyone. Making 
a reservation involves calling the venue, most likely in 
Japanese. Someone fl uent in English may be available to 
ease the stress, but this is not guaranteed. You will need to 
provide the desired date, start time, and a rough number 
of how many people will be in attendance. Don’t worry, 
you can (usually) give them an exact number later! Some 
venues may require that a contract be signed, so be sure 
to have a Japanese-fl uent friend available to check the 
contract if the need arises. General tip: fi nding a party 
venue aside from the usual ones can be tricky. 

Liz: Basic Japanese is needed. Most of the time when using 
Japanese, you have time to prepare what you would like to 
say, which makes it easier. 

Ruth: If you are not 100% sure about what the venue or 
service providers are offering, take the pedantic approach. 
Study up on the Japanese vital to make your point known, 
or indeed bring a bilingual friend along to help you 
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out. Make sure people who sign up for your event have 
personal communication with you or another organiser 
so they know the Ts&Cs, especially regarding payment, 
cancellation, or no-shows. You also have to cover yourself 
in case something happens...low-balling numbers for 
gargle’n grub deals can also save hassle later on. Usually 
someone...or some fi ve-plus people...will just not be able 
to join. Plus, with the amount of food sometimes wasted 
at tabehoudai set-ups in Japan, there’s really no shame 
in low-balling. The drinks may just come a fraction slower 
and the seating may be close and cosy. 

Help! I need somebody!
Everyone needs a little help now and again, particularly if 
you’re not fl uent in Japanese, or live in a non-central area 
of your prefecture! Once you have a specifi c plan in mind 
(and lots of time with which to work!) think about your 
to-do list and whether or not you can handle it all on your 
own. Remember, when it comes to event planning, you 
don’t get extra points for fl ying solo, especially if it means 
everything only gets half-done. 

Jason: An important realization--that is sometimes hard for 
me to put in practice--is to ask for help. With most events 
you have a legion of volunteers to help you, so learn to 
delegate and your event will run so much more smoothly. 
Luckily, we also have two lovely PAs at our disposal who 
are always willing to lend a hand with translation. There 
are also many other local resources who I’m sure would 
be willing to help out for a good cause. Don’t try to do it 
all yourself. 

Gene: Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Help is awesome. I 
could not have coped with the many diffi culties facing my 
events if it hadn’t been for my resourceful friends.

Ruth: While many people may indeed share your ideas and 
encourage your enthusiasm, their interest and involvement 
usually doesn’t go much further than that; especially if 
you’re bouncing ideas around with Japanese colleagues. 
If you want your brain child to be born you usually have to 
proactively get on it yourself. That said, once it gets off the 

ground, Japanese colleagues may indeed be more helpful 
and genuinely focused on your success. You may also be 
lucky to have friends and JET colleagues to help out, but 
you may fi nd that you need to push it off initially yourself 
and keep going with it, or it may never fully take fl ight. 

Evangelize and proselytize: converting the 
non-believers 
You’re starting to get this Kittyhawk Flyer in the Wright 
direction (which is, of course, off the ground) and you want 
to get everyone you know involved. There are lots of ways 
to reach out to your friends and the local community. We’re 
going to hand this one entirely over to Ruth.

Ruth: A simple, sincere email can go a long way; cross my 
palm with green, white and gold and I’ll sing your praises 
down the road! You can also sometimes strike gold by 
just contacting businesses and organizations--at home 
and abroad--related to your intended endeavors. I’ve had 
traditional Irish music groups from Nagasaki offer to play 
at a ceilidh while publicans in Tokyo delivered life-size 
leprechaun backdrops to Kyushu for free, and sympathetic 
diplomatic staff showered me with brochures, posters, 
and other promotional goods to festoon these events and 
award the efforts of those who took part. 

Of course you need people to know about your event, and 
while a Facebook event page can bring you a long way 
these days, it is not the chosen, or desired, route for all. If 
you want to appeal to members of the public you may have 
to advertise door-to-door, mingle till midnight, hijack other 
events, and tap into the local media to get where you want 
to be. Rally your friends, bribe your boss, proclaim your 
undying duty to your students and colleagues at morning 
assembly or even doorstep the mayor to see if he’ll come 
along to your event; and then sit back for a split second 
and realise how you somehow managed to do all that with 
just a few fl iers and a frenzied fortnight of makeshift keigo-
ing. Posters and web links are visually great, but if you are 
looking to gain community support and interest, then get 
your walking boots on and go public. 

Dealing with change: what to do when good 
events go bad
As Mick Jagger (who probably often got what he wanted) 
sang, “You can’t always get what you want,” and when 
you’re trying to coordinate dozens of people, multiple 
reservations, mountains of yen, and run a social advertising 
campaign all while living in a foreign country and working 
full-time, it’s likely that you won’t get exactly what you 
want for your event. What do you do when plans change, 
Mother Nature rebels, and people drop the ball? 

Jason: With every event there will most likely be something 
that doesn’t go exactly according to plan, but I think the 
best way to deal with abrupt changes is to just go with 
the fl ow. Most of the time, no one else will even know 
that you’ve diverted from your original plan. The worst 
thing you can do is stress out and let the issue visibly 
affect your mood and manner. This alerts everyone that 
there is a problem and puts everyone on edge. Most 
problems are simply molehills that appear, in the moment, 
to be mountains. Don’t let unplanned diversions affect the 
success of your event by letting them affect your mood. 

Liz: When things go wrong, it’s best to keep calm, and not 
get irritated with people who may just be anxious to know 
the state of things when you yourself don’t know. Keep a 
positive and sensitive attitude, and do your best to bring 
things under control. Always be polite and professional. 
Most of the time, people don’t mean to cause offence with 
their remarks which, as a group leader, you may take more 
personally than was intended. 

Gene: Don’t get discouraged. Your event is bound to get 
tripped up at least once in the planning process. Dust yourself 
off, and try again. Keep calm and carry on... something about 
falling seven times and getting up eight times. 

Steven Thompson is a 2nd-year ALT living in Fukushima prefecture. His 
school is built on top of a burial mound, and his apartment is above a 
dentist’s offi ce. Due to this, he lives in fear of ghosts and root canals. 
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We’re fi nally at the tail end of this year’s unusually long 
and cold Japanese winter. I don’t know about you, but 
I’m ready to put my heavy coat away for good. Already, 
I fi nd myself daydreaming about spring: warm breezes, 
sunshine, blooming fl owers, pastels, sundresses, and lace. 
That’s right; while I’m mostly excited for the good weather, 
I also can’t wait to reach into my closet and pull out those 
pieces that distinctly scream, “Winter is over – it’s spring!” 
With that in mind, let’s take a look at some of the trends 
we should be expecting to see this season.

Colors 
Emerald green was announced as the Pantone color of the 
year. It’s a great color, no doubt about it, but it’s not the 
one for spring 2013. This year, the runways were showing a 
return to the softer and warmer side of the color wheel. The 
palette was dominated by corals, soft oranges, pinks, and 
tart lemon hues. Saturated resort blues also made a strong 
showing in the spring collections. Finally, for the minimalists 
out there, a smaller trend seemed to be for black and white. 
If you aren’t quite ready to put aside your winter clothes, 
wear your neutral basics and know that you’re just as on-
trend as everyone else in pastels around you.

Patterns 
While solids prevailed, patterns are also expected to have 
a very visible role this season. The two that seemed most 
dominant were tropical prints and simple stripes, often 
done very boldly and thickly, and paired with the black and 
white trend. These stripes are likely to hang around: they 
appeared again on the runway this week for the fall shows. 

The tropical prints are a hangover from the resort look. 
Instead of typical minimalist fl orals, pull out oversized lush 
prints this spring. If it looks like something your dad would 
wear on vacation, then you're right on track. 

Fabrics
After months of bundling up in layers and layers of boiled 
wool coats and chunky knit sweaters, the fabric choices for 
spring defi nitely take advantage of the warmer weather. 
Chiffon and lace were the frontrunners, although leather 
and brocade also made surprise appearances. Think sheer 
paneling, loose draping, and texture play, and you’ll be on 
the right track. While the latter fabrics may be diffi cult to 
fi nd, the former are everywhere in Japan. Try a sheer blouse 
or a light fl uttery (lined) lace skirt.

Shape
It appears that the ubiquity of the high waist has run its 
course. While there’s no doubt that it’ll be sticking around, 
at least for a while longer, lower waists have started to 
appear again both for spring and carrying over into the fall. 
Hip and drop waists on dresses and skirts were all over the 
runway. Just make sure to pair them with a longer top or 
you run the risk of showing too much skin. That said, don’t 
be afraid to show a little! Designers continued to favor cut-
out shapes. Since we live in a more conservative country, 
leave the side cut-outs and try this trend with a shoulder 
or subtle shoe cut-out instead. 

Kathryn is a 2nd year ALT in beautiful Okinawa. Life on island has led to 
her developing an acute fear of winter and the opinion that the phrase 
“formal bikini” is not necessarily an oxymoron.

STYLE STRONG: 

SPRING TRENDS
Kathryn Strong
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Breathing through my mouth to avoid gagging on the 
smell of boiling feathers, I opened the woolen bag and 
grabbed a struggling amino duck. I pushed him—the 
curled tail feathers and deep voice meant this was a 
male—to the ground and held him between my legs so 
he couldn’t escape. Trying my best to be calm, I took both 
of his legs and one wing fi rmly in my left hand like I had 
seen it done so many times before that day. I brought the 
beak back over his body and held it between my left thumb 
and index fi nger. I picked up the knife. Pressing the tip of 
the blade to the soft part of the neck just below the head, 
I felt around for the blood vessel. The duck didn’t struggle, 
but I could feel his black, beady eye staring straight into 
mine. I avoided his gaze, took a breath, and pushed the 
knife through. 

Slaughtering ducks was never high on my bucket list, but 
it nevertheless became part of my JET experience when 
I signed up to go “WWOOFing”. WWOOF—World Wide 
Opportunities on Organic Farms—is an international 
organization that encourages the exchange of ideas and 
culture by giving anybody interested in organic farming 
and sustainable living the opportunity to learn more 
through fi rst-hand experience. Under WWOOF regulations, 
WWOOFers volunteer to work for about 6 hours a day for a 
host, who in return provides food and shelter. WWOOFers 
may volunteer for as short as 2-3 days or as long as one 
year, depending on the host. 

I spent about two weeks WWOOFing at Owate. Nestled 
in the shadows of Mt. Kuju in Oita Prefecture, Owate is 
an organic farm, restaurant, and private lodging run 
by the Tokimatsus. Everything the Tokimatsus grow is 
chemical-free and 100% organic. What they grow they 
eat themselves, serve to their customers, sell in their 
community, or just give away. They cultivate rice (white, red, 
and black varieties), hakusai (Chinese cabbage), tomatoes, 
four kinds of daikon, two kinds of carrot, konnyaku imo 
(a kind of potato), corn, persimmons, chestnuts, soybeans 
and other beans, pumpkin, barley, and spinach. They also 

raise chickens, pheasants, goats, and of course, amino 
ducks (about 300 of them, mostly used for food). My duck 
ended up on our dinner plates in the form of kamosashi, 
or raw duck meat dipped in soy sauce. Despite the images 
of blood and guts still fresh in my mind, I have to admit it 
was pretty tasty. 

Working at Owate gave me a greater appreciation for 
how the foods I eat get to be on my plate. Slaughtering 
ducks, or kamo-tsubushi (鴨潰し),  was one of the more 
gruesome tasks I did, but I also experienced other unique 
facets of farm life, like making konnyaku from scratch. Most 
people don’t realize that konnyaku—those grayish, mostly 
tasteless chunks of gelatin often found in oden—are made 
from konnyuaku imo, a kind of potato. The potato is boiled, 
peeled, then blended with water and chilled. Lye is added 
as a thickening agent. I was given the task of mixing the 
ice-cold, slushy concoction with my bare hands. After 
twenty minutes of careful churning so as not to create air 
pockets, the slush had hardened into a gelatinous mass 
that I could scoop and mold into balls with my hands. 
Bad konnyaku is a lot like rubber, but fresh, homemade 
konnyaku is a whole different ballgame. Far from being 
rubbery, its texture is jelly-like, delicate, and comparable to 
some kinds of sashimi. It’s even eaten like sashimi:  chilled, 
sliced, and dipped in soy sauce or a miso-based sauce. 
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The work at Owate varies with the seasons. My tasks in 
winter included helping to make koji, the fermented rice 
that is used to make sake, amazake (sweet sake), mirin, 
rice vinegar, tsukemono, and miso; spreading organic 
fertilizer (cow manure) over the rice fi elds; feeding goats, 
pheasants, chickens, and all sorts of other birds; pounding 
mochi; making daifuku (mochi with sweet bean paste 
inside); and cooking nanakusa-gayu (rice porridge with 
seven varieties of herbs traditionally eaten on January 7th 
for health and longevity) in huge vats at a local festival. 
In mid-March I participated in the community’s annual 
noyaki (controlled burning of the open fi elds), thinned a 
dense bamboo forest to make room for bamboo shoots 
in the spring, and prepared and stacked logs for the 
cultivation of shiitake mushrooms. And in summer I spent 
four backbreaking days weeding rice paddies by hand in 
my bare feet. 

These tasks taught me the importance of understanding 
nature’s complex relationships in order to produce safe and 
delicious foods sustainably. The amino ducks, for instance, 
are not merely raised for their meat; they also play an 
essential role in aigamo noho (合鴨農法), the technique 
of using amino ducks (aigamo, 合鴨) to cultivate rice. Soon 
after they are born, baby ducks are let loose into newly 
planted rice paddies. A waist-high fence surrounding the 
paddy ensures they cannot escape. The ducklings act as 
pesticides and insecticides by eating the weeds and harmful 
bugs. They also increase oxygen levels in the rice paddy by 
circulating the water when they swim, raise the temperature 
of the water, and brush up against the rice stalks when 
they move—all of which help the rice to grow with thicker 
stalks and produce more kernels.  The ducks spend about 
two months in the rice paddies and are relocated before the 
rice kernels begin to form. Aigamo noho not only produces 
healthy and safe rice that is free of harmful chemicals, it also 
allows for the humane raising of amino ducks that can be 
used for food throughout the year. 

At Owate knowledge of nature’s relationships is not only 
applied to farming, but to daily life as well.  There are no 
“business hours”, no set start time and end time to the 
day’s work, and no weekends. Nature and the seasons 
guide the fl ow of everyday life and determine what kind 
of work needs to be done and when. Workdays during the 
summer, for example, are longer and busier than in the 
winter because there is more work to do and more daylight. 
Human relationships are valued, too. Each person performs 
their designated tasks, but everybody works together to 
put food on the table for all. Interdependence—with 
nature and other people—defi nes the lifestyle at Owate. 

WWOOFers who stay at Owate come from different 
countries, but most are actually Japanese who come to 
learn about their own culture. One Japanese woman and 
her daughter came from Kyoto during spring break to learn 
more about nature. Another Japanese university student 
visits frequently to experience traditional Japanese farm life.  
After graduating he wants to start a non-profi t organization 
that gives young people an opportunity to learn about 
traditional farming methods from their elders. From 
complex agricultural techniques like aigamo noho to more 
meticulous tasks like knowing how to cook rice well on the 
wood-burning stove, the Owate way of life is a product of 
generations of accumulated knowledge and experience. In 
that sense Owate is not merely an organic farm; it is a place 
where traditional Japanese culture still thrives. 

If you are interested in deepening your understanding of 
Japanese culture and don’t mind getting a little dirty, visit 
wwoofjapan.com to learn more about the organization and 
search for hosts throughout the country. All WWOOFers 
must submit a membership application form and pay a 
membership fee of 5,500 yen to receive a username and 
password that allows them to contact potential hosts 
directly. It’s worth a try. I for one feel richer, having come 
away with new friends, lasting memories, and a couple 
heads of hakusai as omiyage. 
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You’ve eaten your mochi, you’ve thrown your beans, you’ve 
rung the temple bell.  You may have even stuck a sardine’s 
head on a sprig of holly and displayed it festively above 
your door. You’ve made it through the cold winter, but now, 
it’s fi nally time. Springtime.

Springtime in Japan heralds many things, but none are quite 
so wonderful as sansai—literally, “mountain vegetables”. 
Historically, there was a clear divide between yasai, which 
were vegetables found in a cultivated garden, and sansai, 
which were only found growing wild. In modern times, the 
line is much more blurred, as favorite mountain veggies 
are now often grown and cultivated right alongside heads 
of cabbage, and available in your local supermarket. 
However, that doesn’t stop people from heading up into 
the mountains every spring to plunder the gifts of Mother 
Nature in the name of cuisine! Here are some of the more 
common varieties:

Warabi: Perhaps the best-known of the mountain veggies, 
warabi is the shoot of a bracken fern, and appears in little 
clusters of fi ddleheads. Most commonly found as pickles, 
or as an addition to rice and noodle dishes.

Fuki-no-tou: This bitter bud is the fl owering shoot of the 
fuki plant, or Butterbur, and is generally plucked just before 
it starts fl owering. A natural tempura addition, fuki-no-tou 
can also be chopped up and mixed with shiso seeds and 
miso to make fuki miso.

Zenmai:  Another fern shoot, regarded as a higher quality 
than warabi. Zenmai are the beginnings of the Japanese 
royal fern, and their appearance is a singular, well-defi ned 
fi ddlehead, just like you’d expect on a violin! It has a solid, 
fresh crunch to it, and is a common sight in boiled, steamed, 
or roasted springtime vegetable side dishes, served whole.

Tara-no-me: Believe it or not, tara-no-me are actually 
baby trees! It’s important to catch them early on in their 
season, as they become woodier the longer they’re allowed 
to grow. A popular tempura ingredient, they can also be 
blanched quickly, and served with bonito fl akes, soy sauce, 
and a smidgen of ginger.

Tsukushi: This candlestick-looking shoot is actually the 
reproductive side of the horsetail plant. With tsukushi, it’s 
better to leave them until they’re big enough to produce 
spores, otherwise they’ll be bitterer. Boiled and lightly 
seasoned with a little soy sauce and vinegar, they make a 
great salad addition!

Sansai as a collective have a variety of cooking methods. 
Since they tend to be on the bitter side, most dishes require 
you to soak them in water fi rst, or parboil them. However, 
there’s one sansai dish that shines above the rest in terms 
of ease of preparation and deliciousness: sansai tempura! 
While the sansai still maintain a slight bitterness, the deep-
frying, batter, and a sprinkle of your favorite salt balances it 
all out. It’s simple: mix one part chilled fl our (tempura fl our, 
if you can get it!) with 2.5 parts ice cold water and mix 
together lightly. Don’t over-mix, or the batter won’t adhere 
properly! Dip your favorite fresh sansai into the batter, 
and deep-fry in canola oil until golden-brown. Transfer 
to a paper towel, salt it up, and get ready: springtime is 
offi cially here!

Xan Wetherall is a 3rd-year Fukushima JET who collects regional 
Kapibara-san and Nameko phone straps, and has a serious problem 
with eating too many chicken wings on Friday nights.
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Choose your own schedule

Career opportunities available in sales and support

38 convenient locations
＜Kanto＞Akabane Akasaka-Tameike Akihabara Aobadai Chiba Ebisu Fujisawa-Shonan Futakotamagawa 
Ginza-Yurakucho Hachioj i  Ikebukuro Jiyugaoka Kashiwa Kawasaki Kichijoji Kitasenju Machida Meguro Omiya 
Omotesando Otemachi Seijo Shibuya Shimokitazawa Shinagawa Shinbashi-Shiodome Shinjuku Tachikawa Tokyo 
Yokohama
＜Chubu＞Nagoya Sakae ＜Kansai＞Chayamachi Kobe Kyoto Namba Umeda Tennoji（opening in March 2013） 

Application and Visa inquiries / 03 -5790 -7054 （Monday - Friday 10am to 7pm ）

gaba One-to-One English

Apply now!

Teach English 
One-to-One
Work from the exciting city of your choice: 
Tokyo, Osaka, Nagoya, more...

Stay on in Japan!

Visa sponsorship available - apply early to get a head start!
Round out your teaching experience in a new, dynamic setting.

Completing your JET contract this year?

teaching-in-japan.gaba.co.jp
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Spring is in the air and there’s defi nitely a spring in my 
step as I think about all the sporting activities and outdoor 
adventures which await now that the winter lull has sulked-
off. Here, we present our fondest sporting fads as well as 
more unique fi tness fi xes and activities—all of which are 
out there somewhere in Japan! Just the ticket to help you 
research your next physically-focused spree!

Airsoft—A recreational activity in which participants 
eliminate opponents by hitting each other with spherical 
non-metallic pellets launched via replica fi rearms. Thank 
you, Wikipedia. And arigats, Japan, for introducing it! 

Bouldering—Off your mat, chalked-up… go! All you 
need are shoes, chalk powder in your pouch, a crash-
pad and a big boulder to climb up, around or over. Both 
the great outdoors and indoor climbing walls usually 
have what you’re looking for. The experience will provide 
bruises—sometimes cuts, for free!    

Camel Riding—Yes. It does exist in Japan. Tottori Sand 
Dunes is where it’s at so back a Bactrian (two humps are 
better than one after all!) or take your chances on a swell, 
one-humped Dromedary to ride into the sandy sunset. 

Dragon Boating at Nejime, Kagoshima is one of the 
highlights of the KAJET calendar. If you are keen to row—
and will travel all the way to the end of the mainland for 
it—then pencil it in for this October!   

Entertainment Zone—Health and happiness usually 
go hand-in-hand so gather your happy-chappy chums and 
make your way to your closest Round One for all round 
entertainment times, Cybac for billiards or even the likes of 
Joypolis for virtual highs. 

F1—So, you can’t just get in the cockpit, rev her up and zip 
around the circuit, but the amount of hype that goes with 
attending a F1 leg can give you an unusual adrenalin rush. 
That said, if you go to the Fuji Speedway or Suzuka Circuit 
mid-October you’ll probably spend more time jumping up 
and down to ward off the cold than you will cheering the 
competitors! Still, F1 for the win!   

THE 

A TO Z 
OF 

SPORTING  
FRIVOLITY

Ruth Rowntree
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Game Centre—You can usually rest-assured that your 
attempts at DDR will not be witnessed by your students, 
and while UFO catchers may cause more frustration than 
fi tness you can typically rely on taiko wunderkinds to give 
you a run for your money; if nothing else, your muscles and 
following will grow with practice!   

Hang Gliding—With no obstacles, and golden sand to 
soften your touchdowns, who wouldn’t want to shell out 
for the paragliding experience at Tottori Sand Dunes? If 
your friends disappear, the camels or seagulls will cheer 
you on! 

Inline Skating—While the dexterity of inline skaters may 
still startle visitors to California, it is pretty much a craze 
which featured elsewhere in a previous life. However, for 
that ultimate time-warp experience get yourself to Round 
One. Don’t forget the fl uorescent knee pads, peeps!

Juggling—Okayyyy… so you’re juggling work, volunteer 
ventures, a social life and love life, which probably means 
your juggling skills are already pretty nifty. But how about 
wowing your pals with poi or impressing your students by 
doing spool-n-string tricks with diabolos?! Check it out, 
JET jesters! 

Kin Ball has nothing to do with old’ ‘Golden Balls 
Beckham’. Kin Ball, also known as Omnikin, originates 
from Quebec and is played with a 1.5m diameter ball. 
Yeah, that’s big! Matches are played between three teams 
of four players. The ball is thrown into the air while a team 
name is yelled out for them to catch it. 

Luge—Apologies skeleton enthusiasts but we’re side-
stepping snow sports and rolling out the roller luge! 

Ashikita, Kumamoto has three 
roller luge routes; they get 
progressively tougher and 
you have to survive the novice 
routes before you can advance 
to the most daring one! Wear 
a Doraemon helmet for luck—
and looks!    

Miniature Golf—Your 
elderly eikaiwa members may 
have already introduced you 
to Park Ball—a cross between 
mini-golf, croquet and Par 3 
Golf. All you need is one club, 

a 7cm ball and a senior and you’re ready to roll!

Nude Recreation—Need we elaborate?! Eh…? What?! 
Get your mind out of the gutter! This is Japan. We were 
talking about onsens, you fi ends! 

Onsen—Or were we?

Parkour, also known as 
the “art of displacement”, 
developed from military 
obstacle course training. It 
sees traceurs and traceuses 
do various jumps, twists 
and landing movements, 
or passements, while 
skimming across urban 
terrain. Perhaps your neighbor’s suit and pristine shirt are 
their cover up as they negotiate classroom activities, but 
they may secretly be a hard-core parkour practitioner who 
navigates more awkward obstacles in those FiveFinger 
Vibrams you spied at the genkan… 

Quidditch—If you’re potty for Harry then you’ll surely 
have read in our November edition last year that JETs in 
Nagasaki are busy getting their quidditch on. They may be 
too fast and furious to follow from the ground, but you 
can catch-up with the Nagasaki Nighthawks here: https://
twitter.com/Nighthawks1965

Rafting—From Gunma to Kochi to Kumamoto, you can 
join a fun family tour atop the not-so-treacherous torrents 
or you can turn it up a notch and take on the rivers at their 
fullest during the pre-summer release! Wet times are good 
times!

Sand Boarding/Surfi ng—You’d swear we’re getting 
commission from the people at Tottori Sand Dunes, 
but it is just amazing what diversity a faux-desert can 
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accommodate. And, if ト
リピくん (aka Trippy) can 
effortlessly surf the sands 
then we can surely do so too!    

Trampolining—OAC Bungy 
Trampoline have outlets in 
Hokkaido and Okinawa and 
provide three minutes of 
boisterous bouncing fun for 
about ¥1000. Just be warned 
that 90kg is the limit —so 
tandems are a bit tricky!     

Ultimate Frisbee—Here’s 
hoping there’ll be another 
2013 frisbee fi xture at 

Ashikita. Watch this…s…paccccccccc…e 

V… OK. This letter is admittedly a bit sticky as we didn’t 
really want to stick volleyball in there but if it’s a toss-
up between varpa (fl at boules you say?) and Board of 

Education Volleyball (not technically the real thing as you 
can never win against the superintendent) then BOE ball-
bashing smashes in for the win! 

Wake-boarding—Load up the RIB, ride the wake and try 
not to break one of your own ribs in the process. Wake-
boarding is exhilarating, though your thighs will exude 
pure pain afterwards! 
(PS: RIB = Rigid Infl atable Boat).

Xbox—Try it for a brain and body sweat. If you haven’t 
danced or rocked out to it then you haven’t lived! My fi rst 
Xbox sweatathon was preceded by the meat sweats à la 

Christmas dinner. Six years later, my family is still bringing 
out the Xbox instead of the Father Ted box-set every festive 
season.

Yoga—While various schools of yoga help you stretch 
yourself mentally and spiritually, there are others for those 
who want it as a complete exercise program. It makes your 
spine supple and reduces stress, and you’ll benefi t from 
posture poses used to alleviate health problems.  

Zorbing—Ever heard of it? Well, folk from New Zealand 
will have, as it’s a quasi-national pastime there. You just 
get into a gigantic, infl atable ball, strap in and get pushed 
down slopes. Fun times! In winter you (would want to) get 
in fully clothed, though in the intense Japanese summer 
heat you don swimwear and slosh around in water on your 
way down the hills. Ashikita’s zorbing site in Kumamoto 
has brought much joy and minimal bruising to many JETs. 
Come join the craziness!
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So, what is “Eyes for Fukushima” about?
EYES FOR FUKUSHIMA (E4F) is a volunteer group which 
aims to promote grassroots internationalization in 
Fukushima Prefecture, through events and fundraising, to 
improve the lives of people affected by the March 2011 
Earthquake and Tsunami Disaster. E4F fosters personal ties 
between Japanese citizens and JETs. We’ve donated about 
$20,000 to local charities to stimulate both the physical 
and emotional revitalization of the affl icted area and its 
inhabitants.

It has been two years since the Great Tohoku 
Earthquake. How is Fukushima doing?
Recovery efforts have been extremely constructive and 
have progressed signifi cantly. Volunteers from all over 
Japan have helped clean up the coast; aid from foreign 
countries has also played a big role in the restoration 
and re-opening of many buildings that were shut due to 
the disaster. Unfortunately, many other businesses have 
suffered signifi cantly and are pending closure. However, 
Fukushima is fi ghting for a better future so please come 
out and support the cause!

So what’s this 3x3 Basketball Tournament we’re 
hearing about?
On March 30th, EYES FOR FUKUSHIMA is hosting a charity 
3-on-3 basketball tournament at Koriyama Hosei Senior 
High School (郡山萌世高等学校) in Fukushima. The 
tournament will engage the local community in boisterous 
bouts of basketball to raise money for a local NPO—
Save Minamisoma Project (SMP). Registration fees and 
donations will go to SMP.

This tournament is designed to be fun, yet competitive, 
with a schoolyard feel to it. Games will be played to 11 
points on half courts, and will last from 8-12 minutes, 
depending on the stage. There will be a “round robin” 
seeding stage, followed by a single elimination stage, 
which will culminate in a championship.

Who’s invited?
We encourage anyone from senior high school students 
and upwards to attend. This tournament is co-ed and open 
to players of all skill levels.

What can you tell us about SMP?
The SAVE MINAMISOMA PROJECT is an NPO working to 
deliver food directly to the residents living in temporary 
housing shelters in the city of Minamisoma, located on the 
Northern coast of Fukushima Prefecture. These residents 
either lost their homes to the tsunami or were forced to 
relocate due to the Fukushima power plant disaster. 

What’s in it for those who attend this event?
You get to play basketball all day long! There will also 
be opportunities for spectators to get in on the fun, too! 
And even if you’re not a huge basketball fan, this will 
be a great opportunity to show your love for Fukushima 
while connecting with local citizens and members of 
the international community from all over Japan. If that 
doesn’t convince you, there is an epic after-party planned. 
We promise good times! Sign up by Friday, March 15th at 
5pm - http://e4f.fujet.org

Gene Lyu in conversation with E4F
Gene is a 3rd  Year ALT in the Brohoku area, specifi cally Fukushima 
prefecture. When he’s not busy bro’ing out with the bro’modachi, he 
perpetuates Korean stereotypes by eating kimchi and playing way too 
much Starcraft.

Eyes for Fukushima was founded by 3 JETs —Brian Olum, Jason Ishida, 
and Galileo Yuseco, in response to the 3.11 disaster.  With the help 
of the Fukushima JET community, they continue be a positive power 
throughout the prefecture.

For more information regarding this event, please visit the links below.
http://www.facebook.com/#!/events/144555005700383/
http://www.facebook.com/EyesForFukushima
http://www.saveminamisoma.org
http://wwwcms.pref.fukushima.jp/

“EYES FOR 
FUKUSHIMA” 

CHARITY 
3-ON-3 

BASKETBALL 
TOURNEY

Gene Lyu
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What do you get when you have a Japanese man 
full of life, a bunch of international travelers, and a tour 
around Japan? 

You get Wish Club: a truly inspiring way to travel with 
international people around Japan, for possibly the most 
cost effective way I’ve ever seen. With an amazingly 
energetic Japanese man who started it all six years ago 
and makes it all happen: Mo-chan!

I met Mo-chan via Couchsurfi ng fi ve years ago. He is one 
of the most humble and welcoming couchsurfers I’ve 
ever met. Since all of the couchsurfers I’ve met have been 
extremely hospitable, it was a real feat that, amongst such 
a welcoming bunch, Mo-chan managed to stand out as 
the most memorable.

How does WISH CLUB work? In 2007, Mo-chan bought a 
mini-bus, got some people together through couchsurfi ng 
and other travel media sites, set out from Shimizu, 
Shizuoka, and traveled all over Japan during the winter 
holidays. The group saw the major highlights of Honshu, 
including Tokyo, Kyoto, and Osaka. Six years later, he’s still 
going strong and now organises his international Wish 
Club gatherings and tours at least three times a year. Mo-
chan arranges the tours around the spring, winter, and 
summer school vacations making the Wish Club very easy 
to join.

Of course, the mini-bus doesn’t run purely on the infi nite 
high of life that Mo-chan does. To join the Wish Club, it 
costs 2,000 Yen per day. This covers gas, highway tolls, and 

dinners cooked by Mo-chan, and you sleep at his house 
for free when you’re back in Shimizu. If you want to see 
more of one town, you may get on and off the Wish Club 
mini-bus whenever you like. Since Mo-chan does one town 
or city each day, you’re only able to see the highlights. 
However, considering the number of places you can see in 
the short amount of time, it’s incredible. Case in point: my 
time on the Wish Club tour this past winter vacation saw 
a fantastic group of internationals from England, Germany, 
Belgium, France, Poland, Holland, Switzerland, America, 
Canada, Sweden, China, New Zealand (including myself) 
and Japan. Lots of drinking games from each nationality 
were shared, which was a great international learning 
experience as we absorbed many ways to say cheers. After 
a week of adventure, I was very sad to leave after spending 
over a week with all of these new friends.

Where did we go? Our destinations, in order, are as 
follow: we visited Shizuoka, Tokyo’s Tsukiji Fish Market, 
metropolitan Tokyo, the Mt. Fuji Lakes, and then returned 
to Shizuoka. We continued on and explored Nara, Osaka, 
Hyogo, Himeji, Kyoto and then again made it back to 
Shizuoka. Filled with amazing memories and sights of 
where we traveled, and all the amazing friendships I made, 
I’ll be sure to join Wish Club again in the near future.

Learn more about Mo-chan and Wish Club at his Facebook 
group page, https://www.facebook.com/groups/2458094672/.

Sam is a fi rst year Nagasaki ALT, regular Couchsurfi ng host, and traveler. 
His mission is to meet new people from around the world. When he’s 
not traveling, he teaches modern jive dance every Saturday in Nagasaki 
City and enjoys writing haiku.
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Find yourself in central Japan with time to spare? Why not 
head to culture-rich Takasaki? Allow me to give you some 
insider tips on where you can fi nd the best of the best in this 
oft-overlooked city only a day or weekend trip out of Tokyo.

Takasaki, in Gunma Prefecture, on the Kanto plain, is an art-
loving city and travel hub with plenty to offer those on their 
way to or from Tokyo. It’s most famous for the Daruma Doll, 
but the city also boasts no less than fi ve fi ne art venues, live 
music, shopping and great eating and drinking venues.

Major attractions include the Shorinzan Daruma Temple, 
the birthplace of the Daruma doll. These blind little red 
guys are waiting to bring you luck. Paint in the right eye 
when you make a wish and paint in the other when it 
comes true. All the better for him to see the fi re coming, 
when he gets torched after New Year’s Day during the 
Daruma Kuyo festival back at the temple. Take the Gururin 
Bus Shourinzan Line from the West Bus Terminal, bus stop 
number 4, of Takasaki station, and get off at Shourinzan 
Iriguchi. (¥200, about 20 minutes). Alternatively, you can 
take the 15-20 minute walk from Gunma-Yawata Station. 
The best time to go is for the Daruma festival, usually in the 
fi rst week of the new year.

If it’s art art you’re into, head to the information counter at 
Takasaki Station to fi nd out which gallery has something 
on, as exhibits rotate frequently. The Takasaki Tower 
Museum of Art is just through the east exit of the station 
while the Takasaki Museum of Art is to the west of the 
station and a short walk away (about 3 minutes).

As far as eating and drinking goes, Takasaki has something 
to suit all tastes. For convenience, head to the top fl oor of 
the Yamada Denki, situated next to the station, which has 
a great variety of restaurants. Otherwise, head west from 
the station and you’ll pass many restaurants and bars. For 
something healthy and chic, I recommend Essence Cafe 
& Bar (http://cafe-essence.com). If you’re looking to drink 
(Guinness, anyone?), head to The Red Lion, a British-style 
pub, where you can grab some fi sh and chips, too. Keep an 

eye out for the free local magazine that lists many of the 
local restaurants and bars, as well as other businesses in 
the area.

Getting to Takasaki by shinkansen is easy. From Tokyo take 
the Jōetsu or Nagano Shinkansen, which takes about an 
hour from Tokyo Station. Local trains are cheaper and run 
frequently from Ueno Station.
From Nagano, take the Nagano Shinkansen bound for 
Takasaki. The Takasaki Line runs between Ōmiya Station in 
Saitama, Saitama Prefecture and Takasaki.

If you prefer to get steamy, head outside of Takasaki to 
Kusatsu, or nearby Ikaho, to enjoy some of Japan’s top 
onsen resorts.

For more information on Takasaki or Gunma in general, 
check out the Gunma JET local guide at http://www.
gunmajet.net/gunma-guide/.

Rodney Sloan is a second year ALT living in Shibukawa, Gunma 
prefecture, with his lovely wife Julia. Coming from sunny South Africa 
he spends his Japanese winters consuming large quantities of Milo, 
blogging about role-playing games on www.risingphoenixgames.com/
blog/ and avoiding the cold karakaze.

 A 
TAKE 

ON 
TAKASAKI 

Rodney Sloan 
Photography by Julia Sloan
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As I sip a mojito at a bar on Havana’s famous Malecón 
boulevard, gazing out towards the idyllic orange sunset, 
I fi nd it hard to contemplate that half a century ago, the 

laid-back nation of Cuba was the site of a 
tense stand-off between the USA and the 

Soviet Union which brought the world 
to the brink of a nuclear apocalypse.

Whilst the Cold War may have long 
passed, Cuba’s socialist political system 

has remained resolutely in place under 
the stewardship of Fidel Castro and his 

brother Raúl. Politics is inescapable in Cuba, 
from the omnipresent images of the iconic 
guerilla Che Guevara to gaudy billboards 
advocating socialist values. Despite lying 
a mere 90 miles from the coast of Florida, 
American citizens are still restricted in being 

able to travel to Cuba. However, visitors from other countries 
have been able to enjoy the historic capital, Havana, and 
the beaches of Varadero and Cayo Coco ever since the 
government started their tourism drive in the 1990s.

It’s hard not to be seduced by the colour and energy of 
Havana. The fi rst activity of any itinerary in the city has 
to be a leisurely stroll along the Malecón, the four mile 
seaside boulevard lined with crumbling colonial-era 
buildings, where locals playfully mingle with each other 
and watch the world go by.

Havana also boasts a rich tradition of art and culture, 
and has galleries and museums galore throughout the 
old part of the city, including the unmissable Museo de la 
Revolutión. It’s certainly worth paying a visit to the bustling 
street market at Plaza de Armas, where you can haggle with 
vendors for striking propaganda books, posters and other 
memoribilia. The old city is also the site of a number of 
historic cocktail bars, including author Ernest Hemingway's 
famous daiquiri establishment, El Floridita. Bar-hopping 
in the centre of the city is a delightful experience, with 
a multitude of bars not only serving up a wide variety of 
thirst-quenching concoctions, but also offering live jazz 
and salsa. For those who are more adventurous, the risqué 
performances of Cabaret Tropical will leave a dent in your 
memory as well as your wallet.

Cuba may not have the best global reputation for cuisine, 
but there are some treasures to be found amongst 
the standard local fare of pork, rice, and beans. With 
1950s-style glamour oozing from every nook and cranny, 
La Guarida offers a tantalising menu of creative dishes at 
the summit of a grand mansion, notorious for being the 
location of the Oscar-nominated fi lm, Fresa y Chocolat.

VIVA LA 
CUBA: 

RETRO 
GLAM 

IN THE 
CARIBBEAN

By Chris Barstow
No visit to the Cuban capital is complete without visits 
to the Havana Club Rum Factory and the Partagas Cigar 
Factory, where you can not only see how Cuba’s most 
famous exports are made, but also snap up some of the 
merchandise for yourself.

The huge colonial-era state-run hotels in the city offer a 
glimpse of Havana's retro chic, but tend to be expensive 
for the skeletal services they provide. Instead, casas 
particulares (bed and breakfast hotels) offer better value 
accommodation for visitors, with double rooms for the 
equivalent of around US$30 per night and sumptuous 
breakfasts to set you up for a day of sightseeing.

International relations with Cuba may still be frosty, but 
there is no doubt that Cuba's vivaciousness and charisma 
have the ability to melt the hearts of anyone who visits.
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From 2010-2012, I worked as an ALT in Japan. During 
my free time, I volunteered in Tohoku with It’s Not Just 
Mud to help with tsunami relief. Everyday whilst living in 
Japan, I had benefi ted from some act of hospitality from a 
Japanese person. As cliché as it sounds, I just wanted to 
return the favour. 

Like many of you who have just made the decision to not 
re-contract, I too was unsure about what awaited me post-
JET. Would I stay in Japan? Should I return home and get 
a ‘real’ job? Or should I follow my heart and do what I’ve 
always wanted to do? Luckily, I chose the latter. 

In October 2012, I volunteered in the Philippines for 
three months on the International Citizen Service (ICS) 
programme. ICS is a 12-week development programme 
for British 18-25 year olds, funded by the UK government. 
The programme brings together young people to fi ght 
poverty and make a difference where it is needed most. ICS 
works with communities that have specifi cally requested 
their help. There are numerous partner countries including 
Tanzania, Sierra Leone, and El Salvador. The reason I chose 
this particular programme was for its reputation. I knew I 
would actively be in the community having a direct impact 
towards preventing poverty. Having volunteered abroad 
numerous times before, I realised that it is crucial to make 
sure you choose a transparent organisation, to ensure your 
volunteering is actually making the right kind of impact. 

I took part on ICS with Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) in 
Cebu, working for Gualandi Volunteer Service Programme 
(GVSP), a Deaf NGO. I worked alongside fellow British 
and Filipino volunteers to raise awareness about issues 
surrounding the deaf community, including child sexual 

abuse prevention, teaching sign language and increasing 
voter education for people with disabilities in the upcoming 
election.

I was paired with a Filipino counterpart, who I would live 
and work with. We were also living in a rural village with a 
host family. It was an excellent chance to gain an in-depth 
understanding of the Filipino culture and really get to know 
the people and the issues they face. We encountered all 
the typical diffi culties that occur when working for an NGO 
in a developing country: lack of resources, electricity, funds 
etc. While I was there we organised Deaf Awareness Week, 
the most important week of the year. We arranged fi lm 
festivals, art exhibitions, and a model contest. Sometimes 
dealing with tough emotional issues was challenging, but 
knowing that you can really make a difference in someone’s 
life made up for it.

So if you have decided to move on from your Japan 
adventure, and unsure of what your post-JET path holds, 
I urge you to take the opportunity to volunteer. It is a 
challenging, intense, rewarding experience. Take a leap, 
and apply for the ICS programme. It truly is a once in a 
lifetime opportunity. Who knows, you might just change a 
life, and not just your own.

http://www.ics-uk.org.uk/about/ 
http://www.dfi d.gov.uk/ICS 
https://www.facebook.com/GVSPphilippines 

Lily Ho served as an ALT in Kagoshima City from 2010 – 2012. If you 
want to read more about her volunteering experience in the Philippines, 
check out hearnoevilspeaknoevil.blog.com 

“HEAR NO 
EVIL, 

SPEAK NO 
EVIL”

Lily Ho
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When Peace Corps fi rst began in 1961, the 
idea was to introduce young American college 
graduates to on-the-ground internationalization 
in developing countries, primarily in need of help 
with education, public health, and business. The 
Peace Corps’ mission has three goals1:

1. Helping the people of interested countries 
in meeting their need for trained men and 
women.

2. Helping promote a better understanding of 
Americans on the part of the peoples served.

3. Helping promote a better understanding of 
other peoples on the part of Americans.

Since its inception, over 210,000 Peace Corps 
volunteers and trainees have served in 139 
countries2. The following passages are by current 
JETs who are also Returned Peace Corps Volunteers 
(RPCVs) who served in Belize, Macedonia, and 
Kenya. 

Matthew Wypycha 
Belize education RPCV, 2006 – 2009 
4th year Nagasaki ALT

After a lengthy and competitive application process 
focusing on education and volunteer background, technical 
skills, motivation and cross-cultural sensitivity, I was invited 
to serve under the Community Development/Education 
program in the small Central American nation of Belize.

In the beginning all new volunteers must complete a 12 
week pre-service training with Belizean and American 
instructors. The program consisted of formal instruction in 
the indigenous K’ekchi Maya language, studies in history, 
economics, Belizean culture, technical classes in teacher 
training, business organization management, communities 
and youth development skills, safety and health instruction.

I was assigned to the village of San Lucas, a small beautiful 
community in the southernmost district of Toledo, a mere 
12 miles from the walking trails into Guatemala. The entire 
population was 17 families with only 12 different last 
names totaling 126 people. Other Belizeans call this part 
of the country “the land behinds God’s back” because of 
how rural it is. 

BE  
THE 

CHANGE

Upon arriving at my site of San Lucas village I was fortunate 
enough to have been accepted whole heartedly by a 
wonderful family-oriented community and quickly became 
close to my teaching counterparts and community leaders, 
both political and traditional. 

My proudest accomplishment was teaching 3rd and 4th 
grade in a 3 roomed, multi-grade classroom primary school, 
comprising 36 students. Though trying to help provide 
a balanced education is an enormous and challenging 
responsibility to take on in a part of the world with such 
few resources, I recognized it as an important one. K’ekchi 
Maya is the predominant language spoken there, although 
nationally all primary schools are required to be taught in 
English. Teaching students, especially English language, 
mathematics and the arts for three academic years was 
highly rewarding. Outside of school life I was a member 
of the village’s team for disaster relief (organized by the 
Red Cross), as well as serving on the Peace Corps Belize 
Volunteer support board. 

Further highlights during my Peace Corps volunteer service 
included the international friends I made, achieving a near 
fl uent competency level in ancient K’ekchi Maya language, 
as well as effectively using Belizean Creole and Spanish and 
having the opportunity to travel through a dozen countries 
in Latin America. The developments and experiences both 
personally and professionally I had as a Peace Corps 
volunteer were truly a life changing experience.   

Joshua Del Pino
Macedonia education RPCV, 2005 – 2007 
3rd year Shimane ALT (2nd time JET)

Since I was 14 years old, I’d wanted to be a Peace Corps 
volunteer so I could have the opportunity to see life from a 
new perspective. First I was a JET participant from 2001 - 
2004, yet I still wanted to live and work abroad in a place 
where I would be challenged in new ways. So I became 
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a Peace Corps volunteer, and it changed my life for the 
better. It was the most challenging 27 months of my life, 
but I would do it again in a heartbeat. The Peace Corps 
motto is, “It’s the toughest job you’ll ever love” and that 
just may be true. Is it for everyone? Absolutely not. But 
coming from the wealthiest country in the world, I think it›s 
important, as an American, to gain a better understanding 
of how the global majority lives day to day. And it is also 
important to share these experiences with my neighbors 
after my Peace Corps experience.

Peace Corps impacted me in ways that I never expected 
and in ways that I am still fi guring out.  I look at life, death, 
culture, money, poverty, wealth, problems, resources, 
relationships and so many other things differently because 
of my experiences as a Peace Corps volunteer, and for 
that I am truly thankful.  I was a Peace Corps volunteer 
in Macedonia and most days were challenging.  It 
wasn›t until after I left Macedonia that I was able to 
appreciate and realize the perspective I had gained 
while I was a Peace Corps volunteer.   Once I returned 
to the U.S., problems that I once found overwhelming 
and challenging I then found simple and even petty.   

Almost every day something amazing or startling 
happened.  Once, I was team-teaching a 1st grade 
elementary class for the fi rst time and had brought my own 

chalk. There were about 20 children in this class. I started 
to write something on the board, but within a minute, 
the kids started to shout.  I could tell they weren’t angry 
or upset, but they were shouting and amazed.  I didn’t 
understand why so I asked my counterpart.  He asked 
the class in Albanian why they were shouting, and then 
told me it was the fi rst time they had ever seen colored 
chalked!  I almost cried at the moment because I never 
imagined that something as simple as non-white chalk 
would be revolutionary in a classroom. It was something 
that I took for granted and as Peace Corps volunteer I have 
countless stories and experiences like that.

Neetha Mony
Kenya public health RPCV, 2006 - 2008
3rd year Nara ALT

Long before Japan was on my radar, I wanted to live and 
work abroad and didn’t really care where. I applied to 
Peace Corps and found myself in Kenya as a public health 
volunteer. During the 10 weeks of training, I bonded with 
my team (many of whom are lifelong friends now) as we 
learned Kiswahili and material we would teach at our sites, 
such as HIV/AIDs prevention, water sanitation, and various 
other life skills. 

In Aug. 2006, I settled into my new home in a village called 
Tindinyo. Nestled in hills lush with tea plantations, along 
the border of Rift Valley and Western provinces, I began 
the grassroots work that defi nes Peace Corps. My days 
were fi lled with teaching about HIV/AIDs in local schools, 
holding monthly public health sessions with the 200+ 
orphans registered with my base organization, hosting 
girls’ groups with at-risk young women out of high school, 
and of course working alongside the members of my 
organization by attending meetings, organizing projects, 
grant writing, and teaching business skills. In my down 
time I would head to Kisumu, a city about 1.5 hours away, 
where my Peace Corps friends would meet up and enjoy a 
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weekend together. 

My favorite times were all the little things that make 
living in a foreign country so amazing. Walking to work 
and passing out candy to the preschoolers who run to the 
edge of their school to greet me, visiting my mamas (the 
ladies at my organization) and having tea with them at 
their houses, freaking out after receiving a live chicken 
as a sign of gratitude, donating puzzles to a school and 
realizing that the kids and adults had never seen once 
before, drinking Tuskers and having soulful conversations 
with friends while sitting on the roof of our Kisumu hostel, 
feeling the humid breeze (and mosquitoes) from Lake 
Victoria.... the list really is endless!

Most importantly, though, I enjoyed bursting the bubble 
I’d lived in as a middle-class Californian and realizing 
that I would never be the same. My focus changed from 
insignifi cant “fi rst world problems” to global humanitarian 
issues. As a Peace Corps volunteer, you will see and 
experience amazing things that will change you forever, 
and that in turn will make you desire to enact change. 
Ready to step out the bubble?

Visit the Peace Corps website: http://www.peacecorps.gov/

(Endnotes)
1  http://www.peacecorps.gov/about/mission/

2  http://www.peacecorps.gov/about/fastfacts/
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ARK stands for Animal Rescue Kansai. It is an NPO based in 
Osaka, but with a Tokyo branch as well. As an animal lover, 
I was attracted to their work and wanted to contribute 
to their efforts. Japan isn’t a place known for being over 
zealous about animal rights, so this is one of the few 
organizations here taking on a huge endeavor. The animals 
at ARK mostly consist of cats and dogs, but the centre has 
been known to care for chickens, rabbits, pigs, geese, and 
other small animals, as well. 

Early in October, I invited a fellow animal afi cionado to 
volunteer for a weekend at ARK. I was happy to fi nd that 
becoming a volunteer was a simple endeavor (especially 
since I’m not fl uent in Japanese). All it took was an email 
expressing our interest, introducing ourselves, and stating 
how many days we wished to volunteer. They replied 
quickly, confi rmed our plans and even offered to let us stay 
the night, cost free, at a nearby residence that they own. 

We set our own times and arrived on Saturday after lunch. 
After signing a waiver, we were given a tour of the large 
premise. I was very impressed with what I saw. The dogs 
and cats were in spacious, clean kennels and were all 
clean themselves. They had harnesses and collars suited 
to their body types and cute name cards so even a newbie 
like me could easily identify certain important attributes 
about them. The staff there was very patient and effi cient 
in explaining what we would be doing throughout the day. 
There is a range of activities a volunteer can do, but the 
simplest and most needed help is to walk the dogs and 
socialize the cats in their comfy cat houses. 

My experience with the dogs was great. I walked small 
dogs, large dogs, old ones, young ones...each walk was a 
unique experience and allowed me to bond with them on 
different levels. I especially felt sympathetic towards the 

WEEKEND 
AT  ARK

 Jennifer Garcia

‘earthquake’ dogs. These animals were either displaced by 
the Tohoku Earthquake or are being boarded at ARK while 
their owners get their lives in order. It’s a generous offer 
ARK made to these survivors and I can only imagine how 
appreciative they must be.

As I mentioned, ARK does have other animals, and during 
a break I was excited to meet two mini rabbits named 
Peter and Nova. As a bunny owner, I can’t imagine how 
anyone could abandon these helpless little guys, but I was 
glad to see them with food and shelter – even if such a 
noisy environment isn’t ideal for such nervous creatures. I 
regularly check up on the animals I met via their ‘ARK Tails’ 
blog and, since October, I have read that both Peter and 
Nova were adopted together and are now living the life 
with a family in Tokyo!

Hearing updates like these really made me appreciate 
my time spent with ARK. Animals appreciate every loving 
gesture and ARK will appreciate the help even more. Of 
course you can donate monetarily, but ARK also accept 
animal supplies as donations (they have lists of specifi c 
things ARK needs on their website). 

With a central location that is easy to access, why not think 
about volunteering yourself? It’ll be something different 
and I guarantee you’ll be smiling all day. Most importantly, 
you’ll be making a huge difference! 

Check out the links below for ARK’s website and animal 
blog for further reading! http://drupal.animalrefugekansai.
org; http://tokyoark.blog110.fc2.com/

Jen is a high school ALT in Tamba City, Hyogo Prefecture. When she’s not 
changing her hair or nail color, she’s off exploring the sights of Japan 
and beyond. 
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Welcome to AJET Connect’s monthly Photography 
Contest! Send us your photos and battle it out with 
other works of art from all over Japan in the hopes 
of becoming the highly coveted Photo of the Month. 
The photo with the highest number of votes will 
have the honour of being featured on the cover 
of the next issue, as well as being entered in the 
annual AJET Photography Contest.  Submissions 
are welcomed from all current JET Programme 
participants. 

MONTHLY 
PHOTOGRAPHY 

CONTEST

As we (fi nally!) say goodbye to winter, the 
theme for this month’s photography 
contest is “Spring Awakenings”. Of 
course, you’re free to interpret the theme 
however you will—think outside the box 
and your photo may end up on top of 
April’s issue!

Submissions should be original, high 
quality JPG fi les. Contestants may submit 
one photo each month. This contest 
is for JET participants only. The theme 
for this month’s competition is “Spring 
Awakenings”. Send your 
entries to contest@ajet.

net. In the case that you submit 
photographs where people are 
clearly featured, you must get 
permission from those featured 
before you submit their image.

Please submit your photos by 
March 18h. A shortlist will be 
created and you will have one 
week to vote for your favourite 
photo via online poll at www.ajet.
net/photos. Voting will be open 
from March 19th until midnight on 
March 23rd..

Ownership/ Use Rights

Photographers retain the rights to their 
photograph. By entering the contest, 
photographers agree to have their 
submitted photograph published on 
the cover of AJET Connect magazine, 
displayed on the AJET website and 
posted on AJET Facebook sites. Photos 
will be credited to the author named in 
the entry form. 
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This month was a bumper month for photos at Connect! You’ve already seen Almas 
Rehman’s adorable winning photograph on the cover of this month’s issue, now take a 
look at the runners-up from the March Photography Competition! If you’re interested in 
entering April’s Photography Competition, fl ip over to the next page for more details!

PHOTOGRAPHY 
WINNERS

CONTEST

Untitled 
Mark Arness, Hiroshima

#3

Fleeting Moment
Daniel Lim, Fukui

#4

The Beginning, Middle, or End. Doesn’t matter…just keep going.
Jennifer Garcia #2 Untitled

Sabbi Topal, Nagano #5
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look up at the moon
caught in strands of silver thread

moored in memory

月見あげ
雲の織り糸
時空つむぐ

Sarah Jane Blenkhorn
Shimane

March issue Haiku winner

Got a haiku of your own you want the JET 
community to hear? Submit it for April’s 
Haiku Competition! Contestants may submit 
one original haiku to contest@ajet.net.

Haikus should be received by March 18th. 
The competition is open to current JET 
participants only. The winner will be decided  
by means of an online poll, with the winning 
haiku being published in next month’s issue! 
Happy haiku-ing!

CONTEST
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I designed this comic for elementary and junior high 
school students. The idea is to pass it out during your self-
introduction lessons (or just in the hallway) to quickly show 
students how they can work with you to improve their 
English and learn more about foreign cultures. 

After teaching for about four years, I’ve realized that the 
role and function of ALTs is not always clear to students. So, 
I made this comic to demystify our job with clear examples 
of how to work with ALTs. I believe that doing so will 
allow students to realize the incredible resources we ALTs 
represent.

To download this comic and other free teaching materials, 
please visit my website, alt-jteconnect.com. I’ve spent most 
of my time on JET trying to fi gure out how to get students 
communicating more with me and with each other. My 
website is an extension of that effort.”

EDUCATION

ALT CAN HELP
Elliott Hindman
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