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LETTER FROM 
THE EDITOR
It’s December! I hope you’ve had an active and fulfilling year and are able to relax a little more this month. 
And in order for that to happen, the Connect team has created this issue brimming with interesting articles 
and stories to pass the cold times under the warm kotatsu.

We’ve got new recipes, insights on Japanese culture, and dealing with being in a foreign country on your 
own for the first time. Don’t let seasonal affective disorder get you down with our Events Calendar (not 
as immediately satisfying as an Advent Calendar, I know, but it’s still pretty nifty). Also, catch up on last 
month’s Tokyo Fashion Week and news around the country. 

Whatever your plans might be for this season, the staff here at Connect wishes you a warm and safe 
holiday no matter your background and hope you get to ring in the holidays with the ones you care about. 
Or quite possibly surrounded by a bunch of awesome strangers, like I did in Ni-chōme. Stay warm and look 
out for our special end of the year issue coming soon!

(Some unsolicited advice: make sure to keep an eye on your kotatsu and heaters so they don’t stay on 
longer than you want them to! No one likes an expensive bill nor being shut in the cold…)

Lilian Diep
Head Editor
3rd Year Toyama ALT

Photo: Shantel Dickerson
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NEWS AND 
EVENTS
NEWS EDITOR
connect.news@ajet.net

Tresha Barrett
Winter!
Proffering thrills and stillness -
like leaves kissing the surface of a pond.

EVENTS EDITOR
connect.events@ajet.net

Bailey Jo Josie
[Deck] my [Halls] with a [Boughs of Holly], Mom.

Photo: Duncan Cox
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Bailey Jo Josie (Miyazaki)
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Block 1 Block 2

Sapporo White Illumination
24 November – 25 December
Odari Park in Sapporo City, Hokkaido 
Prefecture
Website
 
German Christmas Market 
25 November - 24 December
Sapporo City, Hokkaido Prefecture
Website
 
Hakodate Christmas Fantasy
1 December – 25 December
Hakodate City, Hokkaido Prefecture
Website
 
Oga Namahage Festival
31 December
Throughout Oga Peninsula, Akita 
Prefecture
Website

Sendai Pageant of Starlight
8 December – 31 December
Kotodai Park, Sendai City, Miyagi 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
The 30th Pageant 2017 Niigata
8 December – 31 January
Niigata City, Niigata Prefecture
Website in Japanese only

Takahata Wine Tour
Year-round
Higashiokitama District, Yamagata 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only

9

http://www.sapporo.travel/event/autumn/sapporo_white_illumination/?lang=en
http://www.sapporo-christmas.com/english/index.html
https://www.hakodate.travel/en/events/hakodate-christmas-fantasy
https://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/spot/festival/oganamahage.html
http://www.sendaihikape.jp/
http://niigata-hikari.jp/
http://www.takahata-winery.jp/index.asp
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The Century of Bicycle 
28 October – 17 December
Sakura City Museum of Art, Sakura 
City, Chiba Prefecture
Website
 
The Doraemon Exhibition Tokyo 
2017
1 November – 8 January
Roppongi, Minato Ward, Tokyo 
Prefecture
Website
 
Atami Plum Garden Maple Festival 
2017
11 November – 3 December
Atami City, Shizuoka Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Sagamiko Illumination 2017-2018
11 November – 8 April
Sagami Lake Resort Pleasure 
Forest, Sagamihara City, Kanagawa 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only 

Edo-Tokyo 100
28 November – 4 February
Shizuoka City Tokaido Hiroshige 
Museum of Art, Shizuoka City, 
Shizuoka Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Gishi Matsuri Festival
14 December
Sengakuji Temple, Minato Ward, 
Tokyo
Website
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Block 3

SHARKS
7 October – 28 January
Ibaraki Nature Museum, Bando City, 
Ibaraki Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 

Ashikaga Flower Park
22 October – 5 February
Ashikaga City, Tochigi Prefecture
Website

Santa Hills Christmas Illumination
5 November – 3 January
Nakagawamachi Town, Nasu District, 
Tochigi Prefecture
Website
 
Twin Illumination Lights Forest 
Pageant
11 November – 8 January
Alps Azumino National Government 
Park, Azumino City, Nagano 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Takasaki Pageant of Starlight 2017
23 November – 8 January
Takasaki City, Gunma Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Shimotsuki Matsuri (Winter 
Festival)
1 December - 15 December
Touyama Village, Iida City, Nagano 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Chichibu Night Festival
2 December – 3 December
Chichibu Shrine in Chichibu City, 
Saitama Prefecture
Website
 
Isesaki Illumination 2017 
2 December – 25 December
Kezoji Machi, Isesaki City, Gunma 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
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http://www.city.sakura.lg.jp.e.dj.hp.transer.com/sakura/museum/exhibition/jitensyanoseiki.html
http://thedoraemontentokyo2017.jp/english.html
https://www.ataminews.gr.jp/event/148/
http://www.sagamiko-resort.jp/illumillion/
http://tokaido-hiroshige.jp/yui-hanga/
https://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/spot/festival/gishisai.html
https://www.nat.museum.ibk.ed.jp/kikaku/122/index.html
https://travel.tochigiji.or.jp/en/features/winter-festivals/
https://travel.tochigiji.or.jp/en/features/winter-festivals/
http://www.azumino-koen.jp/pickup/files/pickup_file_850.pdf
http://www.takasaki.fm/hikari/
http://shimotsukimatsuri.com/
https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e6552.html
http://isesaki-illumination.com/
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Gokayama Suganuma Light-up
Year-round
Gokayama, Nanto City, Toyama 
Prefecture
Website
 
Experience of Geisha 
10 June – 24 March
Kanazawa City, Ishikawa Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Nagoya Antique Fair 
1 December - 3 December
Fukiage Hall, Nagoya City, Aichi 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
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Block 6

Kobe Illuminage
11 November – 12 February
Kobe Fruit Flower Park, Hyogo City, 
Hyogo Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Kobe Luminarie
8 December – 17 December
Chuo Ward, Kobe City, Hyogo 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Kyoto Arashiyama Hanatouro 
8 December – 17 December
Kyoto City, Kyoto Prefecture
Website
 
Akō Loyal Retainer Festival
14 December
Akō City, Hyogo Prefecture
Website

Block 7

Exhibition of Buildings of Ghibli 
2017
2 December – 5 February
Abeno Ward, Osaka, Osaka 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
The Osaka Motor Show 2017
8 December – 11 December
Suminoe Ward, Osaka, Osaka 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Hase-dera Momiji Festival
14 October – 3 December
Sakurai City, Nara Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Kasuga Wakamiya On-Matsuri
15 December – 18 December
Kasuga Shrine in Nara City, Nara 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Osaka Hikari-Renaissance
12 November – 31 December
Nakanoshima & Midousuji, Osaka 
City, Osaka Prefecture
Website
 
German Christmas Market
17 November - 25 December
Umeda District, Osaka City, Osaka 
Prefecture
Website

1111

http://foreign.info-toyama.com/en/event/?event_id=55&ret_list_p=1
http://www.kanazawa-kankoukyoukai.or.jp/feature/geiki/2017/index.html
http://www.nagoyakottousai.com/
https://www.illuminagegroup.com/kobe2017-2018/
http://kobe-luminarie.jp/
http://www.hanatouro.jp/e/arashiyama/index.html
http://www.travelhyogo.org.e.aas.hp.transer.com/things/events/e-051.html
http://www.ytv.co.jp/ghibli2017/
http://www.osaka-motorshow.com/
http://www.hasedera.or.jp/free/?id=313
http://www.kasugataisha.or.jp/onmatsuri/
http://www.hikari-kyoen.com/pdf/2017/flyer_EN.pdf
https://www.osaka-info.jp/en/events/festivals_events/post_130.html
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Block 9

12

Hiroshima Dreamination 
(Illumination) 2017
17 November – 3 January
Peace Boulevard, Hiroshima City, 
Hiroshima Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Hagi Illumination Festa 2017
25 November – 5 January
Hagi City, Yamaguchi Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Okayama Momotaroh Festival
1 December – 25 December
Okayama City, Okayama Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 

Morotabune Shinji (Boat Festival)
3 December
Matsue City, Shimane Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Tottori Sakyu Illusion 2017
9 December – 24 December
Tottori City, Tottori Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Yume Minato Tower Flea Market
16 December – 17 December 
Tottori Prefectural Yumeminato 
Tower, Sakaiminato City, Tottori 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only

Block 8

Japan New Year Udon Tournament 
2017
2 December – 3 December
Takamatsu City, Kagawa Prefecture
Website in Japanese only
 
Gishi Festival
14 December
Suehiromachi District, Matsuyama 
City, Ehime Prefecture
Website

http://www.dreamination.com/
http://www.hagishi.com/search/detail.php?d=900043
http://www.okayama-momotaro-fes.jp/
http://cms.sanin.jp/p/miho/8/14/
http://2017.tottori-sakyu.jp/
http://www.yumeminatotower.gr.jp/cgi_bin/disp.cgi?no=2&mode=one&code=10437
http://www.toshiakeudon.com/
http://www.nihon-kankou.or.jp.e.wp.hp.transer.com/ehime/detail/38201ba2210027178
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Block 10

13

Block 11

Naha Marathon
3 December
Naha City, Okinawa Prefecture
Website

Running Sakurajima (Marathon)
8 December
Kagoshima City, Kagoshima 
Prefecture
Website

Photos:
Illaura Rossiter
Illaura Rossiter
Illaura Rossiter
Illaura Rossiter

Duncan Cox

The Beautiful Colored Leaves in 
Takeo
3 November - 10 December
Mt. Mifune, Takeo City, Saga 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only

Open-air Bath of Capybara 2017-
2018
1 December – February
Bio Park, Saikai City, Nagasaki 
Prefecture
Website in Japanese only

Oshiroi Matsuri 
2 December
Asakura City, Fukuoka Prefecture
Website

Japan’s Greatest Kadomatsu 
Festival
3 December
Miyawaka City, Fukuoka Prefecture
Website

Blindfolded Female Sumo 
Wrestling 
10 December
Masue Goro Inari Shrine in Itoshima 
City, Fukuoka Prefecture
Website

Shiraito’s Kanmisogi (Purification 
Ceremony)
17 December
Kumano Shrine in Itoshima City, 
Fukuoka Prefecture
Website

Beppu Christmas Hanabi Fantasia
23 December – 24 December
Kitamatogahamacho, Beppu City, 
Oita Prefecture
Website

http://www.naha-marathon.jp/en/
http://www.kagoshima-kankou.com/for/events/51958
http://www.mifuneyamarakuen.jp/
http://www.biopark.co.jp/activity/rotenburo/
https://ohmatsuri.com/en/articles/fukuoka-oshiroi-matsuri
http://www.crossroadfukuoka.jp/en/event/?mode=detail&id=4000000002334
http://www.crossroadfukuoka.jp/en/event/?mode=detail&id=4000000002336
http://www.crossroadfukuoka.jp/en/event/?mode=detail&id=4000000002607
http://www.nihon-kankou.or.jp.e.wp.hp.transer.com/detail/44202ba2210137346
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Photo:
Shantel Dickerson
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Japanese Serial Killer Uses 
Twitter to Prey on Suicidal 

Victims
“I couldn’t throw away (the bodies) 
out of fear for being caught,” he told 
police.

Shiraishi, who lives about 25 miles 
outside of Tokyo in Zama, Kanagawa, 
said he met the nine victims through 
Twitter and killed them after he lured 
them back to his apartment with offers 
of helping them die. 

He used multiple Twitter accounts 
to contact the victims, including 
“hangingpro,” the handle of one of his 
accounts, which is an apparent brag 
about his prowess to hang those who 
sought death. 

He also confessed to have sexually 
assaulted some of the women and 
stolen money from the victims. 

Through several clues in the 
apartment, including a bank card 
and cell phone signals, the victim 
list may also include female high 
school students from Fukushima and 
Saitama prefectures. 

Police are currently trying to ascertain 
who the unidentified victims are 
through DNA analysis.

Sources:
http://bit.ly/2hqpR3M
http://bit.ly/2zp0edK

On October 31, Japanese authorities 
arrested a serial killer who allegedly 
used Twitter to lure his victims to 
their deaths. Takahiro Shiraishi, 27, 
admitted that he killed nine people 
since August 22, including a missing 
woman whose investigation ultimately 
led to his arrest. 

The search for the 23-year-old woman 
began after her brother got onto her 
Twitter account where she had posted 
that she was “looking for someone to 
die with [her].” There, he noticed that 
she was contacted by Shiraishi – and 
after notifying the police, the killer was 
himself lured by the authorities through 
another woman who he was in contact 
with. After setting up a fake meeting at 
a train station, they followed him back 
to his apartment, and that’s when they 
made the gruesome discovery. 

The dismembered bodies of nine 
people — eight women and one man 
— were found in a “killing room,” 
which had severed heads and other 
body parts covered with kitty litter in 
coolers and tool boxes. 

According to police, 240 bones 
were found in the small, one-room 
apartment, in addition to a saw that 
is believed to have been used to 
dismember the bodies.

http://bit.ly/2hqpR3M
http://bit.ly/2zp0edK
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Japan’s ‘Black Widow’ 
Sentenced to Death for 

Murdering Lovers
The Kyoto District Court on Tuesday, 
November 7, ruled to have Chisako 
Kakehi, dubbed the “Black Widow,” put 
to death for poisoning elderly lovers 
with cyanide and amassing millions in 
insurance payouts and inheritance.  

Kakehi, 70, was arrested after having 
three lovers killed by the deadly 
poison and the attempted murder of a 
fourth. Her case has thus far been the 
second longest court case in Japan 
since a joint judge-jury system was 
introduced in 2009. 

The high profile case drew more than 
560 people to the courtroom as they 
sought to bear witness to the outcome 
of the 135-day trial.

Citing a lack of evidence, the defense 
had plead not guilty and argued that 
Kakehi had developed symptoms of 
dementia at the time of the murders. 

This defense, however, was rejected 
and Kakehi was said to be of sound 
mind when she committed her last 
murder in December 2013.

According to Judge Ayako Nakagawa, 
“The accused made the victims drink a 
cyanide compound with a murderous 
intention in all the four cases.” 

Prosecutors stated that Kakehi 
killed the men after she was made 
beneficiary of life insurance policies 

and apparently accumulated about 
one billion yen in payouts over a 10-
year period. 

Police reportedly found traces of 
cyanide in her garbage at home, 
in addition to medical books and 
equipment for administering drugs at 
an apartment in her name. 
  
Kakehi is alleged to have had 
relationships with numerous men over 
the years, mostly those who were 
elderly or ill. She is also said to have 
met some of these men through dating 
agencies with a criteria for prospective 
partners to be wealthy and childless. 

After refusing to speak at the 
beginning of her trial, Kakehi finally 
broke the silence with an admission of 
killing her fourth husband in 2013. 

“I killed him... because he gave other 
women tens of millions of yen but did 
not give me anything,” she allegedly 
told the court. 

Kakehi also stated that she was 
ready to be hanged — “Even if I 
were executed tomorrow, I would die 
smiling.”   

Sources:
http://bit.ly/2mrK26u
http://bit.ly/2zyXSch

http://bit.ly/2mrK26u
http://bit.ly/2zyXSch
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School Bullying Cases in 
Japan at Record High

The number of reported bullying cases 
in schools rose to an all-time high of 
323,808 in the 2016 academic year, 
according to the education ministry in 
a recent statement. 

It was found that cases at elementary, 
junior high, and high schools were up 
43.8 percent from 2015 — with the 
number for elementary schools rising 
from 86,229 cases to 237,921. This 
information has come to light due to 
efforts to detect early signs of bullying.

According to a survey, however, 
most of the cases (90.6%) had been 
resolved, and efforts were underway 
to rectify the others. 

“We must take seriously the increase 
in the number,” a ministry offcial said.  
“But we believe we’re moving in a 
desirable direction to save children 
as long as we’re able to recognize 
bullying earlier and deal with the 
situation.”

A total of 400 cases of “serious 
situations,” as defined by a law on 
bullying prevention, which entails 
children experiencing significant 
mental and physical suffering, were 
found at 374 schools.

Ridicule and slander were found to 
be the highest types of bullying at 
62.5 percent. While online bullying 

accounted for 3.3 percent on the 
whole, and 17.4 percent in high 
schools.

Violent acts have also been on the 
rise at elementary, junior high, and 
senior high schools — from 56,806 
cases to 59,457. Elementary schools 
have also seen a spike in this area, 
hitting a record high of 22,847 cases, 
which is 5769 more instances than in 
2015. 

According to Kazuo Takeuchi, an 
associate professor at the University 
of Hyogo, it is necessary to pay close 
attention to the rise in bullying and 
violence involving elementary school 
students as it could have something 
to do with the changing environment, 
particularly with regard to internet 
usage.

“The types of bullying (seen) are 
changing from the time when teachers 
were children. There is a need to make 
efforts to know what is happening to 
children in the current era,” Takeuchi 
stated.

Reportedly, of the 244 students who 
committed suicide, 10 had suffered 
from bullying.
 
Source:
http://bit.ly/2zHftyr

http://bit.ly/2zHftyr
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Ben Baer (Osaka)
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School uniforms, for example, are 
a well-known method of preserving 
wa that most expatriates are 
probably familiar with. While 
certain countries may strictly, 
moderately, or not at all enforce 
a uniform policy in public schools, 
Japan’s various regional boards 
of education go to great lengths 
ensuring that students follow 
uniform protocol at all times. 

This protocol is rarely limited to the 
uniform itself, and often includes 
other aspects of a student’s 
appearance. Colored contacts, 
manicured nails, excessive 
makeup, and garish accessories 
are usually prohibited. 

Most prefectures also ban students 
from applying hair dye. 

However, one senior high school in 
Osaka is being sued after forcing a 
student to dye her hair.

Kaifukan imposed the unique 
dye policy despite the fact that 
the school’s dress code explicitly 
prohibits students using hair dye. 

The unnamed student hasn’t 
attended school since September 
of 2016. She claims that the 
constant mandatory dye jobs led 
to scalp rashes and hair damage 
that she could no longer tolerate. 

While Kaifukan does have a no-
dye policy included in its student 
dress code, it does not have any 
specific policy regarding what 
color of hair is or is not acceptable. 
When asked to comment on their 
insistence that the aforementioned 
student continually dye her hair 
darker, administrators claimed 
that, “even if we had a blond-
haired foreign exchange student, 
we’d force them to dye their hair 
black.” (2)

This response has been met with 
some amount of skepticism.

Deru kugi wa utareru, “The nail that 
sticks out gets hammered down,” 
is an oft-repeated proverb used 
to describe Japanese society. 
Small examples exist throughout 
the country reminding us that the 
needs of the group far outweigh 
the needs of the individual.

Instances of Japan’s collectivist 
nature can be found everywhere 
— from identically-dressed 
construction workers performing 
synchronized aerobics in the 
morning to school students belting 
out an aisatsu (rehearsed greeting) 
in unison before class. There is no 
doubt that doing things as a group, 
and doing them the same way, is 
highly valued. 

This attention to procedure and 
conformity is meant to help 
maintain wa, or group harmony. 

Teachers at Kaifukan High School 
in Habikino City have reportedly 
told a female student to, “either 
dye the hair black or quit school.” 
(1) 

The eighteen year-old student 
is suing the school to the tune 
of 2.2 million yen, alleging that 
administrators demanded she dye 
her naturally brown hair black. She 
received threats when refusing to 
do so.

Adding to the student’s frustration 
is the fact that her mother had 
met with the school’s staff before 
enrollment to ensure that this 
would not be a problem.  

She was told there would be no 
issues as long as the school had 
proof that her daughter’s hair was 
naturally brown.

Teachers and administrators 
apparently did not find the 
student’s hair acceptable after 
the meeting took place, however. 



Tokyo, 
Too.

Being a Mother is a 
Full Time Job
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mother, that you can always 
change your hair color to 
brown” (3)

The case is bringing attention 
to the severity which some 
Japanese schools enforce 
their dress codes. 

In a survey conducted by The 
Asahi Shinbun this year, ninety 
of 170 Tokyo area high schools 
responded that they require 
light-haired students to submit 
childhood photographs as proof 
that their color is naturally fair and 
not dyed.

The schools surveyed also 
asked for evidence that students 
with naturally curly or frizzy hair 
have not gotten perms or other 
treatments. (2)

A number of high schools 
throughout Japan employ the 

use of a Natural Hair Registry 
which keeps track of students 
with naturally light hair. As 
long as students’ hair does not 
become lighter after their initial 
enrollment, they should be free 
from disciplinary action.

Kaifukan, however, does not use 
this system.

Kaifukan High School, like others 
in Osaka, are free to use whatever 
means they like to ensure their 
dress code policy is being met. 
There is no one standard for the 
city as a whole. 

Before ultimately dropping out 
last September, the 18 year-old 
student was harassed regularly 
by school administrators, lawyers 
say. In addition to being told to 
dye her hair as often as every four 
days, the student was also barred 
from attending after-school events 
and festivals until she complied. 

Tensions between the student and 
school staff apparently came to a 
head after one teacher asked if it 
was because, “you have a single 
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While Kaifukan has asked that 
Osaka courts dismiss the case, 
lawyers for the plaintiff stand firm. 
Including physical and emotional 
trauma, the student has not been 
able to attend school for over a year. 
This alone may adversely affect 
her educational and professional 
prospects in the future. 

As of this writing, the student 
remains out of school and will 
presumably not be re-enrolling in 
Kaifukan regardless of the case’s 
outcome. 

Sources:
1.  http://reut.rs/2yUZFZ0
2.  http://bit.ly/2znS0SM
3.  http://bit.ly/2heZm4i

Photo Sources:
1.  Ben Baer
2.  JJ Thompson on Unsplash

Ben is a fourth year ALT from the United States. 
When he’s not wiping chalk stains off his pants, he 
can be found loitering outside of convenience stores, 
watching Star Trek with a bowl of cereal, or trying 
to find a kebab tent at the local matsuri. He can be 
contacted at Fukuiben89@gmail.com. He also has 
a twitter page with nothing on it and no idea how it 
works @BenBaerWasTaken

http://reut.rs/2yUZFZ0
http://bit.ly/2znS0SM
http://bit.ly/2heZm4i
http://bit.ly/2zkrYh8
http://bit.ly/2Bfkmfy
mailto:Fukuiben89%40gmail.com?subject=
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Go Away,
NHK!
One Man Slams the 
Door In The Face 
of Japan’s Only 
National Broadcaster

The Japan Broadcasting Corporation, better known as 
NHK, has been a fixture of Japanese mass media since 
its beginnings as a radio station in 1926. By the early 
1930’s, NHK expanded its operations to the western 
United States. During the 1950’s, the organization began 
television transmission alongside its radio broadcasts. 
After Tokyo won its bid to host the 1964 Olympics, 
NHK continued to grow and fast became a well-known 
international broadcaster with the world’s first widely 
televised coverage of the Olympic Games.

Today, NHK is one of Japan’s premiere broadcasting 
corporations. As the country’s only national public 
broadcasting system, NHK funds itself with public 
license fees. The license fees, collected directly from 
viewers, support NHK and purportedly keep the 
organization unbiased.  

To collect these fees, NHK employees often go door 
to door asking that any home or business with a 
receiving device pay their dues once a month. 

Anyone in possession of such a device is required 
to pay NHK’s monthly fee of about one thousand 
yen.

Fortunately for those short on cash, there are no 
legal ramifications if one refuses to do so.

Ben Baer (Osaka)

http://bit.ly/2icUvhh
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NHK has something of a reputation for its pushy 
collection tactics. Anyone living in Japan for 

an extended period of time has probably 
encountered the company’s stalwart 

scouts before. Their tactics are so well 
known that there’s even a list of the 
“Top Five Ways To Get Rid Of The 
Annoying Door-To-Door NHK Guy.” 
(1)

The broadcaster itself plainly states 
that, “If you are in Japan, you are 

expected to pay the monthly NHK 
fee.” (2)

However, NHK also offcially states that, “there is no  
penalty for not paying your NHK fee.” (2)

It’s a confusing policy to say the least. 

The receiving devices mentioned earlier are also 
described in less-than-specific terms. According 
to NHK, receiving devices include not only 
televisions, but, “equipment capable of receiving 
the broadcasting provided by NHK.” (3) In the 
modern world of 2017, this includes cell phones, 
computers, tablets, video game consoles, and most 
other electronics capable of displaying a picture 
and connecting to the internet. 

Myriad blogs and websites detail how to politely 
(or not so politely) dissuade NHK’s persistent 

employees from picking up their fees. For those 
unwilling or unable to pay, advice ranges from 

the creative “I don’t live here”, to the more 
ubiquitous “I don’t speak Japanese.” (4) The 

latter is excuse is presumably advice for 
foreign-looking expatriates.

Until recently, NHK has had minimal 
legal recourse in enforcing their murky 

collection policy.

This may soon change, as a 
Tokyo man who has refused 

to pay NHK’s license fee 
for several years is 
being sued by the 

organization.

Pay Your Fees or Else

NHK is Coming to Get 
Me, and I Don’t Even 

Own a T.V.
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NHK is bringing the unnamed man to trial for 
non-payment of the implicit contract one enters 
upon installing a receiving device in their home or 
business.

The defendant had recently lost two rounds against 
NHK for non-payment in lower courts before 
appealing it all the way to the Supreme Court.

On October 25, Izumi Hayashi, a lawyer for the 
defendant, argued that regulations used by NHK to 
collect license fees simply encourage payment, but 
do not legally enforce it.

These regulations, collectively referred to as the 
Broadcast Act, “violate the freedom of contract 
guaranteed by the Constitution,” argued Hayashi. 
(5)

Hayashi stated that these fees may have been 
necessary for the continued operation of NHK 
fifty years ago, but they now function more like 
a tax among the dozens of other free-to-receive 
television networks in Japan. (6)

Article 64 of The Broadcast states that, “persons 
installing reception equipment capable of receiving 
NHK broadcasts conclude a contract with NHK for 
the reception of those broadcasts.” (5)

What this contract actually entails, or how it is to be 
enforced, is not defined. 

Lawyers for NHK argued that the organization 
played a major role in developing Japan’s broadcast 
infrastructure. NHK representatives also claimed 
that demanding a fee be paid is necessary for the 
organization to continue producing high quality, 
unbiased content, and that such a fee is not in 
breach of the Constitution. 

This is the first time that severe and potentially 
binding legal action has been initiated by NHK for 
non-payment.

In 2006, roughly sixty eight percent of individuals 
required to pay the NHK license did so. That number 
slowly began to climb in 2011 after NHK began 
filing small claims against those refusing to pony 
up. In 2016, seventy-nine percent of households 
with a receiving device paid their license fees, 
totaling collections over 676.9 billion yen (USD $ 
5.9 billion). (7)

Should the individual being sued by NHK lose 
his case, the broadcaster can legally hold him 
responsible for paying retroactive fees effective 
from the day he first installed a receiving device. 
Hayashi argued during the October 25 hearing that, 
“It is wrong of NHK to continue a stance of piling up 
judicial rulings that allows it to forcibly collect the 
subscription fees.” (7) 

Research suggests that a large number of people 
certainly have no problem pretending they aren’t 
home when NHK comes knocking. 

If NHK wins this Supreme Court case, who’s to say 
that the people refusing to pay their license fees 
now won’t simply continue to do so?  After all, it 
can’t be easy to sue thirty percent of television-
owning households in a country of 127 million 
people. 

Then again, putting an ironclad regulation on the 
books may be enough to encourage compliance. 
Japan is nothing if not appreciative of law and order.

While it’s too early to predict the results of this 
case, one question will certainly remain — should 
NHK’s proposed legislation pass, will the increased 
revenue lead to an even greater variety of cooking 
shows?

Sign On the 
Dotted Line

What’s On 
Next?

The NHK Man Cometh 
– Close the Blinds



Sources:
1. http://bit.ly/2zvnerh

2. http://bit.ly/2mbmZwD
3. http://bit.ly/2m631TH
4. http://bit.ly/2ykC6oS
5. http://bit.ly/2zGHxCN
6. http://bit.ly/2hgCjmb
7. http://bit.ly/2zsLKr1

Photo:
1.  Ben Baer

2.  Helloquence on Unsplash

Ben is a fourth year ALT from the United States. When he’s not 
wiping chalk stains off his pants, he can be found loitering outside 
of convenience stores, watching Star Trek with a bowl of cereal, or 

trying to find a kebab tent at the local matsuri. He can be contacted at 
Fukuiben89@gmail.com. He also has a twitter page with nothing on it 

and no idea how it works @BenBaerWasTaken
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As we get closer to wrapping up 2017, I can’t 
help but remember my first time experiencing 
New Year in Japan. A friend of mine had kindly 
invited me to her hometown of Odawara and to 
be a part of her family’s traditions for Japanese 
New Year (oshôgatsu).

Arriving very late at night, I found my friend’s 
sister making New Year’s postcards (nengajô); 
these are sent out by December 25, to be 
delivered on January 1. This tradition is similar 
to writing Christmas cards to family and friends. 
In fact, I find Japanese New Year traditions 
to be close to modern Christmas traditions 
because they are very family-oriented and 
ritualised.

On New Year’s Eve, a bit of the old was mixed 
with a bit of the new. Although toshikoshi soba 
— a symbol of longevity — was a featured 
dinner item, I must give a shout-out to the 
savoury and chewy simplicity of isobeyaki: 
grilled mochi with soya sauce wrapped in a 
piece of dried seasoned seaweed! While we 
ate, the “Year-end Song Festival” (Kōhaku) 
played on the television and even though 
I couldn’t understand everything that was 
happening, I enjoyed the performances of 
J-pop and enka singers.

New Year’s Day is marked by hatsumôde: the 
tradition of visiting a temple or shrine for the 
first time in the New Year. Being in Odawara, 

we visited Hotoku Ninomiya Jinja — a shrine 
dedicated to the agronomist Sontoku Ninomiya. 
Walking to the shrine was a great opportunity 
to view endless variations of decorations made 
of bamboo and pine (kadomatsu). I strongly 
recommend purchasing a fortune paper 
(omikuji) when visiting the temples or shrines; 
you will get butterflies in your stomach waiting 
to see if your fortune is good or bad (it’s even 
better when you or your friend can read ALL 
the kanji symbols).

Another fantastic reason to be in Odawara for 
the New Year is that this city is famous for its 
kamaboko fish cake. This is one of the many 
New Year foods (osechi ryôri) you will find in 
beautiful three-tiered boxes. The white and 
fluorescent pink slices are delicious on its own, 
or in a traditional soup (ozôni) with none other 
than my favourite: mochi! Odawara’s reputation 
is well deserved! 

What makes New Year in Japan so special is 
not only the traditions so far and yet so familiar 
to our own, but also the warmth of Japanese 
people. My friend and her family allowed me 
to experience a wonderful holiday in Odawara 
and it was filled with the best of everything 
Japan has to offer during oshôgatsu. 
Everyone’s adventure and memories are sure 
to be different, but just as exciting! 

Osechi & etc
Estelle Jet Boissier

Photo:
Estelle Jet Boissier
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Bailey Jo Josie (Miyazaki)

There’s an awkward experience that we first-year 
ALTs go through. After we’ve finally arrived to a brand 
new country and the dust has settled, we become 
accustomed to our routines at work and know how 
to pay our bills. However, it is that time of year where 
the “honeymoon phase” is fading away and the 
homesickness and/or culture shock is fully settling 
in. It becomes easier and easier to feel isolated and 
alone. 

I never expected to feel this way myself since I am 
here with my husband and I have a good group of 
fellow ALTs that I can hang out with — I thought I 
would be fine. I didn’t really want to get too involved 
Photos:
Illaura Rossiter
Bailey Jo Josie
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with activities outside of karaoke 
nights and the occasional enkai. 

If you would have told me before 
I left the U.S. that I would be a 
prominent volunteer in a small non-
denominational church in north 
Nobeoka, I would have laughed at 
your stupid face. There was no way 
that I was going to become involved 
with something that not only meets 
twice a week, but also requires a ton 
of socializing. But you know, I never 
expected to actually live in Japan, so 
anything is possible right? 

And I am so glad that I have leaned 
into it.

The church is called the Nobeoka 
Toumi Kyoukai, but it’s also known 
as the “gaijin church” because of the 
number of ALTs who frequent the 
services, eikaiwa, and events. Along 
with myself and my husband, there 
are three other foreigners. There’s 
Erin the Virginian, Emily the Austin 
Texan, and Orville the Jamaican — all 
awesome and all a part of the church 
in their own way and for their own 
reasons.

she leads English-learning games 
with the little kids and then she leads 
the vocals during the gospel songs, 
singing in both Japanese and English. 

About her involvement with the 
church, she said, “I feel it keeps me 
connected with my faith and with my 
community.” 

Erin’s vocals wouldn’t be complete 
without the equally talented Emily at 
her side. Emily is a trained musician 
whose degree is in music theory; she 
plays guitar and piano at the church 

 “For me, at the end of a busy week 
of just doing stuff, coming here is like 
putting gas in my car. Just taking time 
off and coming here helps me,” said 
Orville, who is a Hyuga INTERAC ALT. 
Orville drives 30 minutes each way to 
come to Sunday service, where he 
never fails to brighten the room.

Erin is the senpai of the group, with 
her heavenly voice involved with every 
aspect of the church; for eikaiwa night, 

and graces everyone with her sweet 
voice and sincerity. 

“I came to Japan to connect with 
people and I’m a believer, so church 
is a good way to build community and 
relationships and connect with God,” 
said Emily.

As for me, I bring my enthusiasm and 
my husband Sean, who translates 
the sermons for those of us who 
don’t really speak Japanese. We all 
have such a great time with everyone 
from the services and eikaiwa that 
we all jump right in when it comes to 
planning events for the church and for 
getting involved outside of it too.

As I write this, I am still sore from last 
night when we attended a “sports 
night” event. It was held by adults 
and children who attend the church 
every now and then, and we played 
badminton, Redlight-Greenlight, 

Neko-Neko-Inu (a Japanese play 
on “duck-duck-goose”). We also 
practiced our gymnastic skills, hence, 
the insane soreness. It’s crazy to think 
that if I had not become involved with 
the Nobeoka Toumi Kyokai, I wouldn’t 
have met such incredible people and 
had such an incredible time. It really 
does build community and I think it’s 
incredible to think that we do as much 
for the kyoukai as it and its people do 
for us. 

We took over the planning for a 
Halloween party that turned out to be a 

huge success, especially with the little 
kids. We were asked to bring some 
American culture to Japan and we 
went all out with homemade caramel 
apples, “It’s the Great Pumpkin, 
Charlie Brown”, costume contests, 
and even Thriller choreography. 

Needless to say, we plan on getting 
holly jolly for the upcoming Christmas 
party. Our pastor told us that it’s the 
most popular event of the year and 
that previous events have even had 
belly dancers; we have big planning 
shoes to fill. Ugly Christmas sweaters, 
eggnog, carols, Santa Claus, Rudolph 
— the works! It’ll take a bit of work and 
probably a little bit of our own money, 
but it’ll be worth it to do what ALTs 
are supposed to do: building bridges 
between our homes and Japan, and 
doing right by our new communities.
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Abby Ryder-Huth
Cancelling all plans that don’t involve onsen.

Photo: Shantel Dickerson



31



32

Having lived in England for 24 years with no 
experience of living abroad, I decided to apply 
for the JET programme and give myself a new 
challenge.
As a newly arrived JET in a fairly small city in 
Saitama, and knowing that the JET programme is 
predominantly made up of ALTs from America, I 
was interested find out about people’s perception of 
England, the UK and Europe as a whole. On my first 
day, I met with a senior member of my city’s board 
of education who proudly showed me his collection 
of Scotch whisky and was disappointed when I 
admitted that I don’t have the taste for it. I have been 
referred to as “not a real Brit” because I choose 
coffee over tea.
But what makes a ‘real Brit?’ What is ‘British?’
Students, teachers and random acquaintances in 
Japan seem to have different responses when I tell 
them where I am from. Even foreigners that I meet 
have some interesting ideas about the UK. I have 
done many jikoshokai (self introduction) lessons, 
did a presentation at an international event in Tokyo 
and have also met with many random Japanese 
people since moving to Japan. It often depends on 
the person’s demographic group, but there are lots 
of different preconceptions and opinions about life 
in the UK. Unless they have visited the UK or have 
a close friend or relative who is British, this is often 
based on massive stereotypes.

Countries,
Not 
Capitals
Jennie Whittington (Saitama Prefecture)

Photo by Rob Bye on Unsplash
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I found a poster in one of my elementary schools, 
[see image] which comes from the ‘Banana Chants’ 
scheme. This scheme uses many catchy songs and 
chants based on different topics. As you can see, 
when it comes to teaching country names, it seems 
to depict a stereotypical, Mary Poppins-esque 
gentleman as a representation of the UK. Having 
said that though, I am definitely guilty of holding 
some stereotypical views of different countries. 
Obviously all Mexicans wear sombreros and the 
only form of transport in Italy is a gondola, right? If I 
was to sketch a representation of the UK in a single 
character, what would I go for? Which demographic 
of Brit is the most....British?. Admittedly, for ease, I 
would probably go for the gentleman in the top hat.
I decided to write a post on the UK JETs Facebook 
page, to find out about other ex-pat Brits’ 
experiences when speaking to Japanese friends 
and colleagues about the UK and whether they were 
similar to mine. I also spoke to my Japanese friends 
and colleagues and wrote a post on Hello Talk, an 
app I use for Japanese-English language exchange. 
A lot of the experiences and anecdotes were similar 
to mine. 
Many recurring themes seem to revolve about the 
rainy weather and grey skies, The Beatles, Will and 
Kate and greasy, inedible food. Harry Potter was 
mentioned several times, as well as James Bond, 
Sherlock and the image of the British gentleman. 
Having lived in Southampton and worked in some 
very deprived areas of Sheffeld, this didn’t seem  
to tie in with my own experiences. Some people 
saw British people as ‘stylish’ with similar character 
traits to Japanese - not wanting to make a fuss, 
being modest, polite and mild-mannered. This is 
in contrast to the perception of Americans visiting 
Japan who are sometimes seen as being brash and 
loud. 
Some people replied to my message with very short 
comments - ‘fried food’ and even just ‘vinegar’. One 
individual praised the effcient transportation system  
in the UK, which seems odd to me, coming from a 
person who lives in Japan, with the shinkansen and 
the best transport system in the entire galaxy.
I have also spoken to people who are nervous to 
visit England because of recent terror attacks or 
because of the risk of pickpocketing. This breaks my 
heart. 
Earlier this year, I visited British Hills, an area in 
Fukushima Prefecture which has been designed to 
look like a British village, where you can stay and 
learn about British culture and study English. The 
website claims that this place is “The Britain that 
anyone can visit without a passport.” I was sceptical 
when I first heard about it, but intrigued. We were 
given a tour of the manor house. The tour guide 
was nervous when he found out that I was British! 
There were a few areas that felt less genuine and 

the guide did make a few minor errors, but otherwise 
it seemed like a fun place to visit from Japan, 
considering that flights to the real Britain can be 
extortionate. The manor house made me feel like I 
was in Downton Abbey and gave the impression that 
everyone in the UK lives in a grand manor house. 
There seems to be a very romanticised idea of 
England in Japan, which is based on popular films, 
media and world news. I want to shout my love 
for Sheffeld from the rooftops, and encourage  
people to visit other parts of England, but many 
people I encounter here and solely interested in the 
‘Golden Route’ of London, the Cotswolds and Lake 
District. When I meet people who have studied in 
different parts of England or have taken part in a 
homestay there, they seem to have a more genuine 
understanding of real England and different places 
off the beaten track. But then again, unless you are 
visiting a country for a long time, surely you want 
to visit the main tourist sites and attractions, rather 
than visiting a cafe in a random town?
These opinions of Japanese people are obviously 
not representative of the whole country, and 
opinions varied based on whether the person had 
visited the UK and had interacted with lots of British 
people or had just seen footage on TV. There was a 
very London-centric view of the UK. But this is to be 
expected. The capital city of every country is sure 
to be the headline act? The capital city is often the 
main reference point for people living outside that 
country.
I am trying to visit parts of Japan that are not as 
touristy, so that I can experience different areas and 
can see different parts of Japan, without having to 
dodge selfie-sticks and massive tour groups all the 
time. But I am lucky that I can spend at least two 
years in Japan. When I have friends who visit for two 
or three weeks, they want to see Tokyo, Kyoto and 
the other main tourist sites. That is understandable, 
but if time allows, I think you should encourage your 
friends to see other parts of Japan. Also, you should 
try to talk to Japanese people about different parts 
of your home country too!

Jennie is from Southampton, England and currently 
working as an ALT in two elementary schools and 
a junior high school in Saitama. She is trying to 
learn Japanese and adopt Japanese norms but is 
sometimes just too gaijin. She loves blogging, books 
and broccoli. 

Having lived in England for 24 years with no 
experience of living abroad, I decided to apply 
for the JET programme and give myself a new 
challenge.
As a newly arrived JET in a fairly small city in 
Saitama, and knowing that the JET programme is 
predominantly made up of ALTs from America, I 
was interested find out about people’s perception of 
England, the UK and Europe as a whole. On my first 
day, I met with a senior member of my city’s board 
of education who proudly showed me his collection 
of Scotch whisky and was disappointed when I 
admitted that I don’t have the taste for it. I have been 
referred to as “not a real Brit” because I choose 
coffee over tea.
But what makes a ‘real Brit?’ What is ‘British?’
Students, teachers and random acquaintances in 
Japan seem to have different responses when I tell 
them where I am from. Even foreigners that I meet 
have some interesting ideas about the UK. I have 
done many jikoshokai (self introduction) lessons, 
did a presentation at an international event in Tokyo 
and have also met with many random Japanese 
people since moving to Japan. It often depends on 
the person’s demographic group, but there are lots 
of different preconceptions and opinions about life 
in the UK. Unless they have visited the UK or have 
a close friend or relative who is British, this is often 
based on massive stereotypes.

Photo by Rob Bye on Unsplash
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YBHYHO:

Indigo 
Dyeing?

Blue dyes are quite diffcult to come by in the  
natural world and therefore have been historically 
sought out and valued by every culture. Not 
abundant in nature, most natural blue dyes come 
from indigo, a few families of plants which contain 
indigotin, the substance responsible for the blue 
hue. Some are herb-like plants, some small bushes. 
Japanese indigo is a plant related to buckwheat, 
called Polygonum Tinctorum, and resembles basil. 
The leaves, from which the dye is extracted, are 
harvested in the late summer and fall. Indgo dye 
itself is known as aizome.

Historically in Japan, many restrictions were placed 
on the common folk, including the fabrics and 
colors they were allowed to wear. Restricted from 
even wearing silk, the middle and lower classes 
started importing and then growing cotton for 
clothing. Cotton fibers do not take many natural dyes 
easily, and so indigo became the standard for both 
aesthetic reasons as well as for practicality.

This practicality comes especially in indigo’s 
odour-neutralising and insect-repellant properties. 
Everyone from labourers to samurai used it for these 
reasons as a practical material for hard, sweaty 
work, be that on the farm or on the battlefield. High-
quality clothes for kendo and other martial arts are 
still made with indigo for this reason.

The technique behind indigo dyeing arose 
independently in Asia, Africa, the British Isles and 
South America thousands of years ago. The history 
of indigo is as old as the history of civilization itself. 
Just a few years back in 2009, the oldest existing 
indigo dyed fabric in the world, dating back 6000 
years, was excavated in Peru. It is believed that 
indigo was first mass-produced as a commodity in 

India. Indeed, together with silks and other textiles, 
spices and aromatic oils, it was one of the more 
significant products which traveled the silk road to 
Europe, and which inspired the powers that be to 
expand shipping routes, thus opening up the world. 
Throughout the ages, indigo-dyed fabrics remain a 
standard in all areas of the world.

While most natural dyeing is somewhat intuitive, 
boiling a dyestuff to make a dye liquor of sorts, 
indigo dyeing is anything but obvious. A complex 
understanding of certain chemical principles is 
necessary to master the technique. The indigo must 
be reduced by drying and fermenting it over several 
months, then mixed with chemicals and fermented 
again before it can be used to dye fibres. However, 
different reduction agents were used in different 
locales. Here in Japan, a strong alkaline liquid was 
created from wood ash. In Europe, urine was utilized 
for the same purpose. All this just makes historical 
indigo all the more fascinating. How did the different 
cultures figure out the very different processes 
they needed to go through? A turn of events, 
miraculously, occurring in more than one location.

Although much of indigo s rich past is still shrouded 
in mystery, to me as a dyer, the real magic of 
indigo will always be the chemical transformation 
that it undergoes upon coming from the dye vat, 
from yellow green through to blue, in front of our 
very eyes. The pure and simple joy from seeing 
the revealing of that color. All simply down to its 
exposure to oxygen after being taken from the vat. 
That is the real magic — really something to behold.

Richard is an artist and dyer in Gifu Prefecture. You 
can see some of his creations on Etsy at https://
www.etsy.com/shop/Asiadyer

Richard Carbin (Gifu)

Photo: kankou-shimane.com/en/?p=3757
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1 Dec. How to Talk to Girls at Parties 
(Comedy, Romance): Starring Nicole 
Kidman, Elle Fanning, and Ruth Wilson

1 Dec. Fullmetal Alchemist (Action-
Adventure, Sci-Fi/Fantasy): Starring 
Ryosuke Yamada, Tsubasa Honda, and Dean 
Fujioka

8 Dec. Murder on the Orient Express 
(Mystery): Directed by and starring Kenneth 
Branagh, Penelope Cruz, and Willem Dafoe

15 Dec. Star Wars: The Last Jedi (Sci-Fi 
Epic): Written by Rian Johnson, starring 
Daisy Ridley, John Boyega, Mark Hamill, and 
Carrie Fisher

1 Dec. Songs of Experience, U2 (Pop-Rock)

14 Dec.-4 Feb. B’z LIVE DINOSAUR Tour— 
Sapporo City, Hokkaido, Miyagi City, Miyagi, 
Saitama City, Saitama, Toyo, Fukui City, 
Fukui, Nagoya City, Aichi, Osaka City, 
Osaka, and Fukuoka City, Fukuoka (J-Rock)

9-10, 16-17 Dec GLAY 2017 Tour— Saitama 
City, Saitama, and Nagoya City, Aichi (Rock)

20 Dec. White Love, Hey! Say! JUMP (Idol 
Pop)

23-24 Dec. HYDE Christmas Concert 2017 – 
Black Mass TOKYO—Tokyo (Visual Kei)

1-3 Dec. Tokyo Comic Con—Tokyo (Comic 
book fan convention)

18 Dec. Japan X Bowl XXXI—Tokyo 
(American-style football event)

21 Dec.-18 Feb. The Prince of Tennis 
Musical: Aoso vs. Higa—Iwanuma City, 
Miyagi, Tokyo, Aichi City, Aichi, Osaka City, 
Osaka, and Fukuoka City, Fukuoka (Anime 
Musical)

25 Dec. All Japan Medalists on Ice—Tokyo 
(Figure skating showcase)

1 Dec. Xenoblade Chronicles on Nintendo 
Switch (Adventure RPG)

13 Dec. and 21 Okami on Playstation 4 and 
XOne (Platformer)

28 Dec. Mario Party: The Top 100 on 
Nintendo 3DS (Party Mini-game Collection)

MOVIES MUSIC

GAMES
OTHER EVENTS

Sources
1. http://imdb.to/1DZWXgA
2. http://bit.ly/MxVjLD
3. http://bit.ly/2aVRGOE

In need of entertainment? Each month, CONNECT brings you the latest information 
on upcoming releases and events in Japan. Here is the most anticipated entertain-
ment for December!

Photo by The Nigmatic on Unsplash
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The State of 
Popular Music, 
2017 and Beyond

Photo: Wikicommons

Sabrina Zirakzadeh (Osaka)
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While there was no new “PPAP” to 
grace our lives, and thankfully fewer 
tragedies in the music industry 
compared to last year, 2017 still 
gifted us with some fantastic songs 
and artists, as well as a few notable 
events and plenty to look forward 
to in 2018. Let’s take one last look 
back at the sounds of 2017!

The Good, 
the Bad, 
and the 
Inescapable 
While there weren’t many English-
language artists with successful 
releases in Japan this year, Japan 
more than made up for it with 
some new and old local acts that 
wowed critics and audiences alike. 
Elizabeth Krueger says that rock 
band Scarlet Horizon’s The Fall 
of Baal was so good, “[it] was on 
repeat for at least five solid days.” 
Kenshi Yonezu released Bootleg, 
which Kris Troilo listed among her 
favorite new albums of the year, 
as well as saying, “He had a really 
good year for singles.” And for fans 
of vocaloid music, Hatsune Miku’s 
10th anniversary was this year, 
complete with rereleases of classic 
Miku songs and a chance to enjoy 
both old and new music producers’ 
works with the vocaloid character.

Meanwhile, Radwimps’ soundtrack 
to Kimi no na wa (Your Name) 
continued to dominate airwaves, 
with even the English language 
rewrites of the songs for the movie’s 
Western dub release occasionally 
popping up in shops around the 
country. Peter Underwood also 
mentions that comedian Blouson 
Chiemi’s “Dirty Work” and pop 
group Twice’s “Knock Knock” 
and “TT” were everywhere. “Both 
were at every culture fest, sports 
day, enkai and goodness knows 
where else.” Krueger’s earworm of 
2017 was Fujiyama Disco’s “Silent 

Siren,” saying, “Whenever I wasn’t 
hearing it in the conbini it was stuck 
on a loop in my head.”  

However, 2017 did not allow us to 
escape the unstoppable juggernaut 
of apples, pineapples, and pens. 
Troilo, Hamish Downie, Christina 
Paige, Rachel Paterson, and yours 
truly all agree, Pico Taro’s “PPAP” 
continues to be the song that just 
will not die. “I tried my absolute 
hardest not to ever hear the song, 
then lo and behold, I go to Toho 
cinema and they’ve adapted it 
into a song about cinema rules,” 
Downie grumbles. Indeed, Pico 
Taro even landed a 20-minute 
set at the Summer Sonic music 
festivals in Osaka and Tokyo this 
summer. One only hopes the full 
20 minutes wasn’t just him singing 
about his fruitastic pen collection!

News That 
Shook the 
Music World 
Without a doubt, the biggest music 
news of 2017 was the unexpected 
and tragic deaths of singers Chris 
Cornell and Chester Bennington. 
News of Cornell’s May 18th suicide 
shocked the world, especially as 
the 52-year-old singer, who passed 
away mid-tour, was one of the few 
original singer-songwriters of the 
grunge movement to have survived 
the depression and addictions that 
claimed members of nearly every 
other band in that era. Fans of 
Audioslave and Soundgarden, 
as well as admirers of Cornell’s 
impressive body of solo work, 
mourned the loss around the world, 
and his death sent shockwaves 
through the music industry that 
were felt throughout the year.

The only bigger news this year 
was suicide of Linkin Park front-
man Chester Bennington on July 
20th. Bennington’s long battle with 
depression was well-known in the 

music world and indeed was part of 
his appeal for his fans, as his dark, 
intense music spoke to many who 
suffered from depression or the 
aftermath of trauma themselves. 
Bennington and Cornell were 
good friends and Cornell’s suicide 
reportedly hit Bennington hard. 
Bennington’s death at 41 came 
as a huge blow to fans, especially 
in Japan where Linkin Park 
was supposed to perform this 
November. Krueger, Troilo, and 
Underwood all agreed it was an 
unforgettable tragedy this year. As 
Underwood says, “Hopefully [their 
deaths will] show other people the 
need to find help when you need 
it.”

What’s Next 
in 2018? 
So, what about 2018? The world, 
including music, is changing so 
rapidly that it is hard to predict 
what to expect this coming year. 
Krueger is excited for J-Rock band 
Nocturnal Bloodlust’s upcoming 
tour, as well as the new Gazette 
album, while Downie looks forward 
to more recordings from Prince’s 
newly opened vault and hopes that 
newly reunited bands Bananarama 
and Girlfriend will bring their acts 
to Japan. Downie, Krueger, Troilo, 
Paige, and Paterson are all excited 
for upcoming tours and music 
festivals over the course of year, 
and honestly, that is what I’m most 
excited for as well. Live music was 
a high point of 2017’s scene for me, 
and I expect 2018 to do its best to 
top this year!

While 2017 may not have been the 
best year for Western mainstream 
pop and Japan’s Idol boom seemed 
to reach max capacity, there were 
still plenty of things to enjoy from 
the year that was. Even in the face 
of tragedy, music has carried on, 
and we can only hope that 2018 
continues to bring us more and 
better music from here on in!
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The Light in the Crystals: 
Reflecting on 30 Years of Final Fantasy 
Benjamin Holschuh (Oita)

Screenshot from Final Fantasy X 
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On December 18th, 1987, Hironobu Sakaguchi and his team at Squaresoft introduced 
the world to Final Fantasy on the Nintendo Famicom system in Japan. Though I’m sure 
no one expected it at the time, this humble role-playing game would kick off one of the 
longest, best-selling, and most respected franchises in the medium.  In the three decades 
since its creation, the franchise has launched fifteen main installments and countless 
spin-offs across more than twenty platforms. As this cultural cornerstone celebrates its 
30th birthday, now is a good time to look back at the history of the franchise, how it has 
impacted people and pop culture, and how it has withstood the test of time as so few 
others have.

Greatness from 
Small 
Beginnings
When Sakaguchi initially approached 
his superiors as Squaresoft about 
creating a roleplaying game for the 
company, they were understandably 
hesitant. At the time, there had not been 
many precedents set for this type of 
game, and the company was reluctant 
to invest in a project they feared would 
not sell well enough to recoup costs. 
However, their opinion changed with 
the successful launch of another title 
gamers might be familiar with: Dragon 
Quest. In many ways, the success of 
Dragon Quest paved the way for Final 
Fantasy, and aspects of the game 
became templates used by many other 
RPGs of that console generation. 

Though it came first, the Dragon 
Quest series was not as successful at 
breaking into the mainstream abroad. 
This is not to say that the series does 
not have an international following, but 
while Dragon Quest legitimized the 
RPG genre of games, Final Fantasy 
helped popularize it both in Japan and 
abroad. It is difficult to determine why 
this is, but personally I like to think it’s 
partially due to Final Fantasy being 
such an impactful and intriguing name 
for a video game.

Funny enough, the game was not 
always called Final Fantasy, though not 
for the reasons you might have heard. 
A popular myth surrounding the original 
game claims that due to financial 
trouble during the development of 
the game, the game’s launch would 
decide whether Squaresoft sank or 
swam. Thus the game was named 
Final Fantasy to symbolize it potentially 
being the company’s final game. The 
truth is much less romantic: series 
creator Hironobu Sakaguchi has stated 
that he merely desired a title that 
would be simple for both western and 
eastern audiences to pronounce. The 
original title for the game was Fighting 
Fantasy, which could be abbreviated 
“FF” for western audiences, and could 
also be written in katakana and easily 
pronounced by audiences in Japan (
エフエフ). Unfortunately, Sakaguchi 
would never get his “Fighting Fantasy” 
as a tabletop game had already 
claimed the Fighting Fantasy name, 
so the term “Fighting” was replaced for 
legal reasons. While the term “Final” 
seems appropriate given the mythos it 
spawned, Sakaguchi has said that any 
word beginning with the letter F would 
have been fine. Pretty boring huh?

The Light in the Crystals: 
Reflecting on 30 Years of Final Fantasy 
Benjamin Holschuh (Oita)

Screenshot from Final Fantasy X 
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The Secret Sauce
Fortunately, the game itself was anything 
but boring, and was released to moderate 
critical praise that enabled its commercial 
success in Japan. The original Final Fantasy 
has since been remade and relaunched 
on a variety of consoles and platforms 
worldwide, bringing total sales of the first 
game alone into the millions. Needless to 
say, any financial troubles Squaresoft may 
or may not have had at the time became a 
distant memory. But a single game does not 
a successful franchise make. The strength 
of Final Fantasy as a franchise lies in the 
developer’s abilities to iterate and experiment 
with the series to keep it feeling fresh and 
relevant over the years.

Generally speaking, each of the main 
numbered entries in the Final Fantasy series 
revolve around a group of adventurers who 
are trying to save their world from some 
calamitous evil. The games typically include 
vast open worlds to explore, a well-written 
cast of characters, and, more recently, jaw 
dropping cinematics. Certain nomenclature 
remains the same between games to give 
returning players a sense of familiarity, 

such as names for basic healing items 
and spells.  However, this is where the 
similarities between the games end. Though 
the moniker remains the same, characters, 
themes, settings, and even basic gameplay 
systems vary drastically from title to title. 
This prevents the series from feeling stale 
despite its lengthy existence, as each title is 
a stand-alone experience that requires no 
knowledge of any other installments in the 
series to enjoy.  

This constant re-invention also enables 
the developers to explore other genres 
when creating a Final Fantasy game. Final 
Fantasy Tactics was a grid-based tactical 
game where battle took place on a 3D 
isometric field instead of on a 2D plane like 
most previous entries. Both Final Fantasy 
XI and Final Fantasy XIV are MMORPGs 
(Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing 
Games) that require an internet connection 
to explore their persistent and ever-changing 
worlds. Theatrhythm Final Fantasy is a 
rhythm game for hand-held consoles.  No 
matter what your taste in video games may 
be, you can probably find a game in this 
series that resonates with you.

Screenshot from Final Fantasy VII



41

More than Just a Game
However, fans of the series would tell you 
that these games are far more than the sum 
of their parts. The characters, locations, 
mechanics, music, and narrative often 
come together in a way that has a profound 
impact on the people that experience 
them. After you spend upwards of 100 
hours adventuring with these characters, 
they begin to feel like more than avatars 
on the screen. As you learn about their 
flaws, relationships, histories, motivations, 
and hopes over the course of these grand 
adventures, it is difficult not to become 
emotionally invested in their story. Before 
RPGs took off, many games were simple 
tests of reflex that tasked players with getting 
a high score, solving a series of puzzles, or 
navigating tricky platforming obstacles. The 
emotional investment evoked by games in 
the Final Fantasy series allows people to 
relate to their experiences with the game on 
a level that other genres simply cannot.

Players impacted by the series have written 
innumerable stories about their experiences. 
Maybe they played through a situation that 
they identified with and helped them get 
through a tough time in their life. Maybe 
they related to a character that helped them 
learn more about themselves.  Maybe they 
were so fascinated with an aspect of the 
game that it influenced their future career. 
Few franchises hold that kind of power.

Of course, I can’t speak exclusively about 
others when I have my own story to share. 
My first Final Fantasy game was Final 
Fantasy VII, when I was only 7 years old. 
I remember marveling at how stunning 
the world of Midgar looked in the opening 
cinematic, and how dark and serious the 
story was compared to anything I had 
previously played. What captured my 
attention more than anything, though, was 
the music.  The music that accompanies 
certain scenes in Final Fantasy VII triggered 
emotional responses I was not prepared 

for at the time, nor have I been prepared 
for them in subsequent playthroughs. To 
this day I cannot listen to Aerith’s theme 
without travelling back in time to 1997 
and remembering how I felt at the exact 
moment I watched her die for the first time. 
I knew then that I wanted to be someone 
who created those types of experiences for 
people, which inspired me to being playing 
the piano with the intent of composing video 
game music. Though I did not end up going 
to a music school or becoming a composer, 
there was never a doubt in my mind that 
making video games was my calling. I was 
fortunate enough to work in the industry 
for five years before making the big move 
to Japan, and I owe a lot of that motivation 

to the time I spent with the Final Fantasy 
series growing up.

Happy 30th birthday, Final Fantasy. Though 
it has been three decades since we were 
introduced, you are showing no signs of 
slowing down or stopping. While it has been 
exciting to reminisce about the past, I for 
one am looking forward to what you have in 
store for the future.

Ben Holschuh is the husband of a first year JET 
residing in Hita, Oita. Before becoming an expat he 
worked in video game production for five years in 
northern California. He is a video game and music 
enthusiast, and you can follow his assorted musings 
on Twitter.

Screenshot from Final Fantasy VII

Screenshot from the original Final Fantasy

Photo sources:
Final Fantasy Anniversary: Final 
Fantasy 30th anniversary art

http://bit.ly/2zNQv0G


Fashion Week Coverage
Short Takes

A Dark Summer at 
Zin Kato’s “Glam 
Baroque”

Zin Kato’s take on femininity and women’s wear 
is edgy, beautiful, and swept with both baroque 
drama and ethereal toughness. Designer Toru 
Kato has made a name for himself at the forefront 
of contemporary Japanese design, and is known 
for his unfailing eye for detail and idiosyncratic 
approach to elegance. 

I had the pleasure of watching his latest collection 
from the front row, not far from where Italian baritone 
Emiliano Blasi provided live opera selections. Zin 
Kato’s style is comfortable sitting at the edge of the 
surreal, and indeed the opera, sparkling shoes, and 
glittering bright red lip on the models helped lift the 
audience out of presumptions of time and place. 
The ornate evening wear reframed decadence 
through a visual vocabulary pulling from grunge, 
lacy innocence, and grandeur. This was a collection 
that went heavy— with the detailing, the craft, the 
silhouettes, and the mood. I had the impression of 
many eras being strung together, and the many 
embellishments, from chains to feather plumes to 
leather details, played off Kato’s avowed interest in 
fashion’s timelessness. These were not ensembles 
for the faint of heart: even at their most demure, 
the clothing spoke toward a unapologetic feminine 
confidence and control. Think royal-off-duty goes 
rockstar, lace and brocade paired with red leather 
ankle boots and greasy next-day waves. With Zin 
Kato as our guide, I’d wager we’re heading towards 
a strange and sultry summer in 2018. Grab your 
silks, your steel, and get ready. 
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Fashion Week Coverage
Short Takes

All the Runways Fit to See
Fashion Week Dispatches

Tokyo might have been rainy and grey, but in Shibuya, 
the mood during Amazon Fashion Week was anything 
but gloomy. Fashion icons, photographers, writers, 
and models from across the world turned the city into 
a showcase of the creativity, freshness, and artistry 
that sets Tokyo Fashion Week apart. CONNECT 
couldn’t make it to all the more than 50 shows, but 
we’ve collected coverage of some highlights to help 
ease the FOMO. 

Fashion Snap on Danish designer Henrik Vibskov’s 
exuberant workwear-inspired collection

Keisuke Yoshida proves the seventies never should 
have left us (WWD)

Growing Pains’ take on tough femininity over at High 
Snobiety

Vogue on the billowy mensware motifs of Hare.

Mikio Sakabe’s free-wielding architecture as captured 
by Style Wylde. 

Eye_C Magazine on Hyke’s sweet new Northface 
collab.

As always, personal style was out in full force on the 
streets-- and it did not disappoint. Vogue  tapped 
street style photographer Timu of the great @
tokyofashion to capture the most envelope-pushing, 
iconic, and notable looks. 

London-based photographer Eva Al Desnudo took 
the helm for High Snobiety, proving yet again that 
when it comes to individual fashion, Japan is ahead 
of the curve. 
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http://bit.ly/2jrCXBK
http://bit.ly/2A0EwNW
http://bit.ly/2mq4KDw
http://bit.ly/2mq4KDw
http://bit.ly/2zKrjWr
http://bit.ly/2hzixGa
http://bit.ly/2mt65tp
http://bit.ly/2muzy6g
http://bit.ly/2z3JPwd
http://bit.ly/2z3JPwd
http://bit.ly/2ihGMG2


October 15 -- Asia Fashion Collection, 
an incubation project by Vantan Design 
Institute and Parco
The Asia Fashion Collection showcased up and coming domestic and international designers. The 
show was judged by various professionals in the Japanese fashion industry and the premise was to 
choose three designers to win the top prize. The thing I liked about this particular show was that it was 
open to the public and many young creative people came out to support the young designers. There 
was also a portion of the show where high school students were recognized for their fashion sketches 
and given awards. I thought it was a great idea to include this and involve students who will one day 
be in the shoes of fashion magazine editors, designers, stylists and other professions.

From Uzochi Okoronkwo
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October 16 -- Populo Batik runway show
My Tokyo Fashion Week(end) ended with a great show put on by Indonesian brand POPULO 
BATIK. Designers Joseph Lim and Ba’i Soemarlono’s S/S 2018 collection stuck to a distinct style 
of long, loose-fitting tunics and skirts, very basic colors and fabrics, and Indonesian head jewelry. 
The show was split into three elements; Earth, Water, and People, with the color scheme of each 
representing the respective elements. The music was very powerful and conveyed a feeling of 
haunting beauty. 

The clothes are handcrafted in the traditional Indonesian Batik style, which includes producing 
colored designs on textiles by dyeing them, having first applied wax to the parts to be left undyed. 
Though I was comfortably seated, it was hard to capture the actual patterns on the clothes. For 
a better look, check out pictures and video from the Amazon Tokyo Fashion Week website. Also 
take a look at the photos I captured below!

For more information or to purchase POPULO BATIK pieces, check out their website here.

Uzochi Okoronkwo is a freelance stylist and fashion blogger based in Tokyo. Her Instagram name is 
@plaitwoman and her website is plaitwoman.com.

From Uzochi Okoronkwo

45

http://bit.ly/2zKFb3a
http://bit.ly/2zK6YRb
http://bit.ly/2zHNoXG
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Four Frequent Flyers give their fashion and 
beauty tips for international travel - 
just in time for the holiday season 

Flying  
In Style

Stacey SNationality: AmericanPlacement: Oita PrefectureJET Year: 1st YearLongest Flight: 11hrs Total Flights: 30+

Erica Horan

Nationality: Irish

Placement: Tochigi Prefecture 

JET Year: 3rd Year

Longest Flight: 13hrs

Total Flights: 100+

Julianne Streeter

Nationality: Canadian 

Placement: Kochi Prefecture

JET Year: 1st Year

Longest Flight: 13hrs, 20min

Total Flights: 50+  

Magda FullerNationality: American Placement: Ishikawa PrefectureJET Year: 3rd Year Longest Flight: 13hrsTotal Flights: 100+
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Four Frequent Flyers give their fashion and 
beauty tips for international travel - 
just in time for the holiday season 

Erica Horan

Nationality: Irish

Placement: Tochigi Prefecture 

JET Year: 3rd Year

Longest Flight: 13hrs

Total Flights: 100+

Comfort over style

As we all found out after Tokyo Orientation, 
there’s nothing worse than being stuck on a 
plane in heels and a skirt. Instead of dressing 
for the runway, opt for leggings, tunic dresses, 
loose T-shirts, light sweaters, and cardigans. 
Magda says that everything she wears on a 
plane could be worn for a yoga class.

Simple outfits 

On a plane, it really is true that less is more. 
Avoiding jewellery, watches, and clothes 
with lots of pockets will ensure you’re not 
endlessly removing items at security check. 
It also minimises the chance of you losing 
something. Every item you wear should have 
a purpose. Stacey travels with an infinity 
scarf that can be worn traditionally around 
the neck or as a shawl to keep her warm. 

To wear or not to wear? Compression socks 
are said to help combat Deep Vein Thrombosis 
(DVT) and stop your feet from swelling up in 
flight (1), but none of our frequent flyers use 
these specialty socks. Erica says it’s because 
she hasn’t been able to find compression 
socks in Japan. But she eases her sore legs 
and feet by walking up and down the plane 
and massaging her legs.   

You’ll be doing a lot of walking around 
airports so the shoes you choose should be 
comfortable and easy to take on and off. Try 
not to wear shoes with laces to save time at 
security checks if you’re asked to remove 
them. Now that it’s so easy to find running 
shoes in a wide variety of styles, Erica says 
it’s easy to make them part of a nice outfit. 
Julianne wore her bulkiest winter boots on the 
plane to save baggage space on her way to the 
Rocky Mountains, which is a clever alternative 
if you don’t mind wearing large footwear on 
the plane.  

Compression socks Slip on shoes
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Minimal make-up 

All of our frequent flyers condense 
their normal make-up routine down 
to the bare necessities. Concealer, 
eye liner, and mascara were the 
most popular of their choices. 
Erica’s advice is to not to overload 
on every cosmetic you have. 
Instead, she recommends packing 
a small collection of the items you’ll 
use so you can easily slip them out 
of your bag. Earrings, Magda says, 
can quickly become a nuisance on 
long flights which is why she always 
removes them before boarding. 
That way, you won’t misplace 
them or spend unnecessary time 
taking them out and putting them 
in again, and they won’t dig into 
your skull and impact your sleep on 
the plane. In regards to removing 
and reapplying make-up mid travel, 
our frequent flyers recommend the 
Boiré Make-up Remover Wipes 
easily found at any convenience 
store. Instead of ducking into a 
busy airplane bathroom just before 
landing, remove and reapply your 
makeup in either your departure 
or arrival airport. It’s easier to 
use a mirror that’s not effected by 
turbulence too! If you’d rather skip 
all this effort though, make like 
Stacey and arm yourself only with 
your trusty chapstick. Keep those 
lips from cracking!  

Stay hydrated and 
moisturise  

The air in the cabin dries your skin 
out extremely quickly. Make sure 
you’re drinking plenty of water on 
the journey to give your skin a 
fighting chance. Erica swears by 
a travel sized moisturiser which 
she recommends slipping into your 
carry-on and periodically reapplying. 
A combination of hydration and 
moisturiser will keep the dry, flaky 
skin at bay. 

Four Frequent Flyers give their fashion and beauty tips for 
international travel - just in time for the holiday season 

Back-up supplies 
It’s a traveller’s worst nightmare 
when an air company loses their 
check-in bag. To save yourself the 
stress if the worse were to happen, 
constantly ask yourself whether 
you could survive for two days on 
the items in your carry-on alone as 
you pack. Be sure to pack a change 
of clothes and undergarments as 
well as a toothbrush and travel 
toothpaste just in case you find 
yourself without your check-in bag 
for a while. Better to be safe than 
sorry! 
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Four Frequent Flyers give their fashion and beauty tips for 
international travel - just in time for the holiday season 

Back-up supplies Compact toiletries 
bag 

Once you’ve limited the make-up 
you’ll be taking with you, you’ll find 
that you have plenty of room for other 
toiletry items to stuff into your carry-
on. Some of the items our frequent 
flyers can’t board a plane without 
are, of course, a chapstick, tissues, 
a miniature pack of bobby pins, a 
travel hairbrush, hair ties, and either 
a roll on, or stick deodorant. If you 
find it difficult to find a non-aerosol 
deodorant in Japan, Erica suggests 
the Bioré Powder Sheets bought at 
convenience stores. These miracle 
wipes leave you feeling like you’ve 
just stepped out of the shower: 
perfect for those really long flights 
and layovers. 

Adequately prepare 
for temperature 
changes  

Travelling from season to season 
as you pass the equator or even 
just changes by a dozen degrees 
or so can be difficult to prepare 
for. Most travellers carry heavy 
winter coats or snow boots over 
their arms throughout the entire 
journey. If you’ll be experiencing a 
drastic weather change between 
your departure and arrival locations, 
plan a layered outfit you can easily 
add and subtract items from. Both 
Magda and Erica justify carrying 
a hoodie or sweatshirts by using 
them as pillows to help them 
sleep. Alternatively, you can pack a 
change of appropriate clothes at the 
top of your check-in bag. Once you 
arrive at your final destination, pick 
up your check-in bag and change 
in a bathroom before exiting the 
airport. For those who absolutely 
must carry weather appropriate 
items with them, get creative with 
it. Julianne recommends tying your 
snow boot shoelaces together or 
tying your jacket to the straps of 
your bags to free up your hands.  

Get some sleep and 
have a shower 

The best way to feel fresh and 
ready for anything is through 
adequate sleep and a nice shower. 
In airports, getting either of those 
necessities can be extremely 
difficult. But it is possible if you 
come prepared! Magda frequently 
checks the life-saving website, 
Sleeping In Airports, before a trip. 
This website supplies concise 
information on hundreds of airports, 
both international and domestic. 
Every international airport in Japan 
has its own page, with a detailed 
list of facilities, showers, lounges, 
sleeping areas, restaurants, Wi-Fi 
availability, and shops. Be sure to 
research all the airports you’ll be 
stopping at so you can make the 
most of a long transit. As soon as 
she arrived at Kansai International 
Airport, Magda reserved a shower 
inside an airport lounge for a time 
slot close to the end of her layover. 
For the price of ¥510 for every 15 
minutes (2), Magda says it was 
worth it to feel fresh and energised 
for the entirety of her trip. Don’t 
worry about towels or hair dryers, 
most airport lounge showers 
supply them.  

1. http://mayocl.in/2zD42Fi
2. http://bit.ly/2zBARCo
3. http://bit.ly/2xYRgUx

https://www.sleepinginairports.net/
http://mayocl.in/2zD42Fi
http://bit.ly/2zBARCo
http://bit.ly/2xYRgUx
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How to Call an Ambulance 
in an Emergency

Rachel Greenwood (Oita)

Accidents and emergencies can happen anytime. 
Japan’s ambulance services are fast and effcient,  
staffed with dedicated paramedics, but don’t expect 
fluent, or even any, English. If you don’t have a fluent 
Japanese speaker around to help you, the following 
guidelines, courtesy of the Foreign Nurses’ Association 
of Japan (fnaj.wordpress.com/about) will help you. 
Prepare ahead of time by learning how to say your 
address, local landmarks, and any specific issues such 
as allergies or pre-existing conditions in Japanese. 

Whom to Call
Dial the same number for fire and ambulance: Dial 119
For fire say “kaji desu.” For ambulance say “kyuu-kyuu 
desu.”

	 Don’t hang up until the dispatcher tells you to. If 
possible, send someone to meet the ambulance.

	 You will be taken to the closest hospital that 
has the equipment and personnel to treat your 
problem.

	 Prepare ahead of time; have cash, hospital 
registration numbers, and insurance cards all 
together to take with you.

What to Say
Dispatcher: Shou bou chou. Kaji desu ka? Kyuu kyuu 
desu ka? (Fire department. Fire or ambulance?)
Caller: Kyuu  kyuu desu. (Ambulance)
Dispatcher: Dou shimashita ka? (What’s the matter?)
Caller: ………………………… desu. (Please refer to the 
vocabulary below to indicate problem)
Dispatcher: Nani-ku, nani machi, nan-ban desu ka 
(What is the address?)
Caller: ………………………….. desu.
Dispatcher: Chikaku no mokuhyou wa? (Is there a 
landmark near by?)
Caller: …………………….. no chikaku desu.
Dispatcher: Namae wa? (Your name?)
Caller: …………………………desu.
Dispatcher: Denwa bango wa? (Telephone number?)
Caller: ……………………………………………desu.
Note: Do NOT hang up until ambulance arrives (or 
dispatcher instructs you to). The location of landlines 
and sometimes cell phones can be traced. If you need 
to call someone else, use another phone.

Vocabulary
Bleeding: shuketsu
Broken bon: kosetsu
Burn (serious): hidoi 
yakedo
Diffculty breathing: kokyu 
kon’nan
Convulsions (seizures): 
keiren

Chest pain: mune ga 
taihen kurushii
High fever: ko netsu
Injury: kega
Poisoning: doku butsu
Sick: byoki
Unconscious: ishiki fumei

Once you’re in the ambulance, you can start using 
your smart phone to aid translation. The paramedics 
may have a check sheet of basic phrases in English. 
However, both of these methods can be slow, so bring 
a translator with you if you can. One other person can 
usually ride in the ambulance with the injured person. 
Please note that Japanese law prohibits paramedics 
from administering pain relief, and limits their ability 
to inserting a drip. Do not be concerned if you don’t 
move off straight away, especially in a city - the lack 
of dedicated ER departments in Japan means that 
paramedics will call round hospitals first to find a place 
to take you. They are saving time by not heading 
towards a place that might refuse you.Photo: Wikicommons

Thanks to the Foreign Nurses Association in Japan for the following information



What impressed me most was that the paramedics 
stayed with us at the hospital, not only to ensure we 
were seen, but actually waited until we were finished. 
Having heard horror stories about hospitals refusing 
patients, it was reassuring to learn that the ambulance 
staff at least were so committed to ensuring we were 
properly cared for.

                                                   Rachel, Oita     

“When I got in my car accident me and my friends in 
the car tried calling the ambulance, but they hung up 
on us because they couldn’t understand what we were 
trying to explain in Japanese. The friend who called is 
pretty suffcient in Japanese, she has an N1 level, but  
obviously after you get in a crash your adrenaline is 
going and you’re a little freaked out, so it was hard for 
us to get out what exactly happened past “we got in 
an accident and need help”. And then they just hung 
up. Another car who saw us crash got out and called 
the ambulance and emergency team for us. Inside the 
ambulance no one spoke English. 

                         Beatrice Yambrach, Hokkaido

N1-ish speaker here! I got hit by a car and injured 
my knee out while traveling in Shizuoka. I didn’t have 
my residence card on me (since I had been rushing 
out the door to make my train, haha), but I had my 
insurance card so I handed it to them and dictated to 
them my address so they could get my deets. Overall, 
I had a good experience with the ride, probably 
because I wasn’t panicking or severely injured, so the 
EMTs could be relaxed and friendly as well.

                                                   Teresa, Nara 

I had a kidney stone and made the call myself in 
Japanese. I honestly thought I was dying because 
I was passing the stone at the time and was in a 
lot of pain and I couldn’t really communicate on the 
phone because I was throwing up as I was doing so. 
I thought it was going to be like America where they 
can tell where you are to a certain degree. But I had 
to give them my entire address before the dispatcher 
would go any further. It was awkward because I kept 
throwing up as I was doing so so I could only get 
out one part of the address at a time. I had another 
problem in the ambulance as the paramedics kept 
asking me over and over if I was pregnant. However, 
I am so thankful ambulances are free or low cost in 
Japan though. It was a Saturday, and they took me 
to the closest open hospital available, which I never 
would have been able to get to myself.

                                  Lisa Gerrard, Kanagawa

I’m a first year JET, I’ve never been in an ambulance 
before this, and this was all preceded by my body 
acting all weird since coming here. Maybe it’s the 
weather? The stress? Idk but I’m better now. It was 
night time and I was feeling weird, so I called 119 

(because it’s free!) and the guy only spoke Japanese. 
I tried to give him my address, but he had trouble 
finding it. The ambulance drove down my street, so 
I stood outside to flag them down. The EMTs only 
spoke Japanese, but luckily I was able to strugglebus 
my way through an explanation. The main guy 
reassured me that it wasn’t an emergency and I was 
gonna be ok, then I filled out a form and they left me. 
They also gave me the location of a hospital I could 
drive myself to or that a friend could drive me to. 
Mostly what I can remember is the main dude who 
talked to me was very good-looking, and everyone 
was very impressed that I could write my address in 
kanji. Basically I called them because I knew it was 
free, and I’d rather they tell me nothing is wrong than 
not call them and find out something was horribly 
wrong.

                                         Laura Marie, Ishikawa

I rode in an ambulance for what appeared to be a 
potential stroke. The guys in the ambulance were very 
professional and took my concerns seriously (unlike 
the doctor who I later had to deal with). They checked 
everything that they were able to in the ambulance 
including running an EKG. The downside though was 
the fact that this was on a weekend. If you don’t know, 
most hospital services are closed on the weekend, 
especially if it’s before 10 am. So, I spent a long time 
in the ambulance waiting outside of my apartment 
while they called around from hospital to hospital 
looking for one that had a CT machine that someone 
would be able to operate at that time. We had to go to 
a hospital that was pretty far away.

                                    Beckie Smith, Kanazawa

Communication with paramedics consisted of a lot of 
onomatopeia so I’d say it’s really important to know 
the different words for different kinds of pain:
 
shinshin for sharp and stabbing 
gangan for strong, pulsating 
shikushiku is dull pain (longer than shinshin, from my 
experience) 
chikuchiku is prickly pain/tingling pins and needles 
type 
Gekitsuu is intense pain. Like I would say 6+ on a 
1-10 scale. 
 
Plus body part words. 
 
The paramedics were super friendly and kind, trying 
to put me at ease in every sense of the word. The 
most important thing is to stay calm. They are trying 
to help, and the most you can do to help them in that 
endeavour is to remain as calm as possible so you 
can communicate your exact condition.

                                                     Dana, Hyogo
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(TRACK) 
Toyama’s Random-Ass Ceviche (Kind of)

Mathieu Glacet (Toyama)

While I’m sure most of you readers would have heard of 
the poke bowl, I was somehow isolated from the latest 
health food fad in the US. I was too busy spending time 

eating tacos and barbecue. I only actually learned what it was two 
days ago, when I explained I would be writing a ceviche recipe. 
So if you’ve heard of a poke bowl, you’ll probably be interested in 
ceviche!

Now this isn’t truly authentic ceviche. It’s just my favorite quick 
thing to make when I’m lazy but don’t feel like hating myself after 
a bag of Family Mart chips. Ceviche is originally a traditional dish 
(probably) from Peru with fish in an acidic marinade. Japanese 
Peruvians adapted the recipe with sashimi techniques, using fresh 
raw fish and marinating it for only a few minutes.

At its core, ceviche is fish, an acidic marinade, and spices. You 
can also add other ingredients if you want but this is my simple 
recipe. It’s really easy and perfect for lazy days when you still have 
enough energy to go to the supermarket at 7PM. Grab the sashimi 
filets at 50% off at your local supermarket, and have the lemon 
juice you marinate them in melt your worries away. (note: the 
lemon juice won’t actually kill the bacteria, but it’s the thought that 
counts!) Even if you can’t cook, try this recipe! There’s no cooking 
involved, so anyone can do it!

Ceviche Recipe
For 1 person, 10 minutes.

INGREDIENTS
1 filet of fish: Marlin, Tuna, Salmon, Sea Bream 
(anything works)
1/2 onion
2 lemons (or those small 70ml vials of lemon juice that 
look like plastic fruits)
Salt
Pepper
Chili Pepper (to taste)

EXTRA THINGS
A tomato (if you feel like splurging because tomatoes 
are stupidly expensive here)
An avocado (goodbye mortgage)
A clove of garlic (if you are meeting no vampires later)

NOW BEHOLD THE MOST DIFFICULT RECIPE 
IN THE WORLD

1. Cube the fish, onion, and other optional   
vegetables.Dump it all in a bowl. 
2. Add the lemon juice, salt, pepper, and chili 
pepper.
3. Mix and marinate for 5 minutes.
4. Enjoy!

* This was previously published in Toyama’s Tram magazine

https://www.facebook.com/toyamatram/


Turkey Time
Rachel Greenwood (Oita)

It’s turkey time! Whether you cook your bird in October, 
November, or December, you’re probably wondering how to 
pull off this feat in a tiny Japanese kitchen with an oven no 
bigger than a shoe box. From the dinky to the sublime, we 
got you covered. 

The essential ingredients for your Turkey Feast are:

1. Friends
2. Turkey

Everything else is optional! 

The big question is what do you have to cook in? 

Got nothing at all? Try smoked turkey slices, 
drumsticks or pastrami. Buy some freshly baked buns from 
the bakery, add some salad and a tin of cranberry sauce for 
an instant turkey picnic! 

Got a kettle or ‘pot’ (hot water dispenser)? You 
can make instant packet gravy. Jagarico potato stick snacks 
make instant mashed potato - just add boiled water up to 
about 1/2cm below the tips of the sticks, and replace the lid. 
Leave for 3-4 minute, stirring once or twice. You can even 
hack some frozen peas – add boiled water, drain it off when 
it gets cold, and add some more until the peas are to your 
satisfaction! Serve with the smoked drumsticks for a turkey 
meal look, or with the slices or pastrami. 

Got a toaster oven? See “Toaster Turkey” story below 
for what not to do... My suggestion if all you have is a toaster 

over is bone-in turkey pieces. Cook them long and slow on a 
tray. Add your preferred sides as above. You can also cook 
Stuffin Muffins in a toaster oven (see story below). 

Got a gas cooker or stove top? Bone-in pieces can 
also be fried in a frying pan. With some broth and a bit of 
butter and flour, you can make your own gravy out of the pan 
juices. Of course you can also cook mashed potatoes and 
other vegetables, and stove-top stuffng.  

Got a slow cooker or crock pot? Rinse the turkey 
and pat dry. Rub in seasoning and herbs such as sage, 
rosemary, basil and parsley over the skin, and place in the 
slow cooker. Cook on high for one hour, set to low, and cook 
for 6-7 hours. Good for small turkeys, chickens, and turkey 
pieces. 

Got a pressure cooker? Brown the turkey in a frying 
pan, season, place in the cooker with a cup of water. A 6-8lb 
turkey will take about half an hour.

Got a rice cooker? Rumours are that anything will cook 
eventually in a rice cooker... Try wrapping the legs or bone-in 
pieces in foil and placing on top of the rice. 

Got a microwave oven? You can cook a whole small 
bird - it’s better off placed in an over bag to ensure even 
cooking. Cook for approximately ten minutes per pound of 
turkey. Even easier are pieces, so try turkey breast or legs. 
Cover tightly with wrap, cook for five minutes, turn pieces 
over and cook again, until it’s fully cooked through. For crisp 
skin, remove the skin before cooking, and place on a plate 
on top of a few pieces of kitchen paper. Put more kitchen
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paper on top of a few pieces of kitchen paper. Put more 
kitchen paper on top, then another plate. Cook for a few 
minutes, check, and cook some more until it’s crisp!

Got a Roaster? Costco, FBC, and The Meat Guy sell 
these electric roasters. Here’s my friend Jennifer on how to 
use one: 

“The roaster has three pieces. The base, a lid, and a heavy 
deep pan. Plug it in and preheat to 450F for half an hour, 
the highest temp, then turn it down to 325F. Clean and stuff 
the turkey and place it inside the oven. There is a roaster 
rack that goes inside the pan. It has easy handles to lift the 
turkey out afterwards. You don’t need to baste because it 
basically steams the meat. You don’t get crispy skin with 
it. It’s about 15 minutes per pound of cooking time. After 
removing the finished turkey, use the pan with drippings to 
make gravy. Note: take care because the outside gets pretty 
hot so watch kids and pets.” 

Jennifer Kato, Matsumoto, Nagano

(You won’t get the crisp skin with the last five methods, but 
you will get super tender meat.)

Got a combination microwave/electric oven, 
a gas oven, or an electric oven? Bring on the big 
boys! Order from FBC to match your oven size. Cook at 
180 for 15 minutes per pound of turkey – yes, that means 
six hours plus for the big one! Baste with melted butter or 
season with salt, pepper and your choice of herbs. Add 
water to the pan to keep the oven humid and the meat 
moist. Baste and add water several times during cooking. 
An easy stuffng is to chop an onion, add 2-3 cups of  
panko, salt and pepper and herbs, and an egg. You can stuff 
the bird itself or wrap the mixture in foil to bake separately. 
Leave to sit for 40 minutes before serving – and use that 
time to bake some vegetables, since they can’t fit in at the 
same time! The basting and extra water make a wonderful 
gravy base. Pour off most of the fat, add some flour and 
stock made from the while the turkey was cooking – use the 
giblets with a chopped onion, garlic, salt and pepper, and 
bay leaves. 

For those on a budget or who prefer to buy local, here’s a 
method for cooking chicken thighs, and some local gravy 
and cranberry sauce hacks: 

“Season chicken thighs from the supermarket with salt 
and pepper. Lay them skin side up on prepared stuffng  
mix, pumped up with onion, celery, apple, extra sage, and 
cooked breakfast sausage. Brush with butter and bake 35-
40 minutes at 190C. Instead of sausage, I have also used 
chopped oysters, sliced button mushrooms, chestnuts and 
an egg. For the gravy, save chicken fat in the run up to the 
season, and use it to make gravy with consomme and lots 
of black pepper. For cranberry sauce buy dried ones in the 
snack section of the supermarket, soak overnight, and cook 
them in the soaking water, adding water or orange juice and 
sugar to desired sweetness, or crush in a mikan.” 

Ann Tsuji Azuma 

Where to buy your bird?
Turkeys turn up miraculously in Japanese supermarkets 
a few days before Christmas! They are small – but that 
is a bonus since your equipment is likely to be small as 
well. Whole chickens will turn up at this time of year too, 
although you can order one from a butcher at other times 
of the year. Choose a neighborhood butcher rather than a 
supermarket counter, as they have more control over stock 
ordering. Ask for marudori, 丸鶏. It will take a few days for 
them to get one in for you. Costco is the best place to get 
your turkey though, selling a variety of sizes and of course 
all the sides as well. 

If you are nowhere near a Costco and can’t or don’t want 
to wait until just a few days before Christmas, happily there 
are loads of online options available. Costco’s online wing, 
Flying Pig, sells turkeys for ¥5000 for 12lb, ¥8000 for 24lb. 
They also sell cranberry sauce, oven bags and roasters. 
Amazon and Rakuten also sell turkeys and whole chickens. 

The Foreign Buyers’ Club is a longtime favorite, and has 
the advantage of offering all sorts of sides. They also, 
sensibly, give you the dimensions of the bird, very helpful 
when you are trying to work out what will fit in your oven. 
Prices range from ¥4500 for 6-8lb to ¥9500 for 20-22lb. 
They also sell ground turkey, turkey chilli, smoked breast 
and turkey pastrami. You can get your stove-top stuffng  
at FBC, and your cranberry sauce, and they offer a range 
of different types of packets, tins, and jars of instant gravy 
as well as broth. Accessories they stock include oven bags 
and roasters. 

The Meat Guy is another popular option, selling all sorts 
of hard-to-get meat products as well as a wide variety of 
turkey products. Turkeys range from ¥4700 for 6-8lb up to 
¥13,000 for 20-22lb. They also sell turkey mince, separate 
turkey breasts and legs, bone-in cuts, smoked turkey 
drumsticks, smoked turkey slices, and turkey pastrami. 
They all have oven bags and roasters for sale.



Stuffin Muffins
"A few Canadian Thanksgivings ago, I was invited to a 
fellow Canuck’s turkey feast, along with her Japanese 
neighbours, and Swedish guests. Needless to say the 
concept of Thanksgiving was not fully appreciated by all, 
as there is hardly any mention of it in Japan, nor in the 
Nordic countries, I would expect. So what to bring? My 
friend had the turkey and vegetables covered, so it was up 
to me to bring up the rear. I needed something portable, 
presentable, and edible. After Googling around for ideas, 
I came across stuffn’ muffns. Perfect! It ticked all my   
boxes. And, had the added bonus of being compact-
kitchen-friendly. Yeah! Basically, all you do is add a beaten 
egg to your favourite stuffng recipe, then grab a handful- 
sized amount, squeeze into a ball, then plop it into a well-
greased muffin tin. Paper liners wouldn’t work as well, 
because it’d be less likely to crisp up the sides and bottom. 
Then bake in your tiny Japanese oven until golden brown. 
These would also work well as mini muffns. Gobble gobble."

Miya Marutsuka

Toaster Turkey
Convection ovens have come a long way in the past 20 
years. I’ve been able to use them to roast turkeys with a bit 
of ingenuity, so long as they fit.

I’ve hosted Thanksgiving at my place over the past two 
decades with varying degrees of success. There’s the 
Cornish hen debacle where I tried to feed 20 people 
with a 1 kg hen, the year that I forgot to take out all the 
giblets from the inside of the turkey before cooking it (in 
my defense, who hasn’t done that?), and the year that 
I mistakenly strained the stock that I had so carefully 
prepared for over two hours down the drain. Thankfully, no 

one has ever been hospitalized with salmonella as a result 
of my cooking escapades, as my husband who has a more 
delicate stomach is automatically volunteered every year to 
be the taste-tester for the turkey. 

But, things haven’t always been so easy. 

In the early 90s, I attempted to host my first Thanksgiving 
in a 1DK apartment. I was missing home a lot that year and 
went a bit overboard inviting people from near and far. All 
in all, I needed to find space to fit 25 people in my studio 
apartment.

I had big plans for the 3 kg turkey I had picked up at the 
local foreign food store. This was well before the advent 
of Kaldi and Costco and so required a two hour drive with 
my husband (then boyfriend) who was puzzled by all the 
fanfare involved in this seemingly small dinner party I was 
going to host. 

I had persuaded the local junior high school down the street 
where I was teaching to let me use the ovens at the school 
to cook the turkey. Everything was in place.

After we prepared the turkey, a friend and I hauled it down 
the street, dragging it between us and trying not to drop it. 
After arriving at the school, the teachers showed us to the 
cooking classroom where we discovered that we needed 
to heat up the oven. OK, no big deal. A quick 10 minutes 
and we would be able to do our thing. Thirty minutes later, 
as the oven is just starting to feel a bit warm, the teacher 
comes into the classroom to check on our progress 
because she was leaving and needed to lock up the school. 
So, I turned the oven off and my friend and I picked up the 
(still uncooked) turkey, heading back down the street to my 
apartment under the curious eyes of the local neighborhood 
kids. 

After lugging the turkey for a city block and hauling it up 11 
flights (OK, on the elevator, but still), we deposited the still-
raw turkey on my kitchen table and debated our options. 
Having just graduated from college, my kitchen was still 
in the fledgling stages of actually being usable. No oven, 
microwave, or any kind of cooking equipment to be found, 
with the exception of a very small toaster oven…and 25 
people arriving the next day.

So, I took the only route available--my trusty toaster oven. 
Have you ever had to hack up a raw turkey into small 
pieces? Fit those pieces into a toaster oven? And then 
proceed to cook them for 12 hours? It was not one of 
my finer moments, but it worked! Of course, there were 
no turkey juices left to make gravy, but no worries. My 
friend and I concocted something resembling gravy from 
flour, honey, and whatever spices my friend had. Using 
this to cover the dry-as-the-Sahara-desert turkey, we had 
ourselves the makings of a regular Thanksgiving feast. 

Thankfully, it was the first Thanksgiving feast for many 
of my guests, who had been taught from an early age at 
school that they had to finish everything on their plates 
or risk not being able to play outside at recess. And, no 
one came down with salmonella…all the makings of a 
successful Thanksgiving dinner.

Christine, Fukuoka

Stories
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Nestled in the mountains of Gifu Prefecture lies the 
appropriately named Takayama (高山), a charming city whose 
rich culture and local cuisine have made it a popular place to 
visit for travelers wishing to see a more rural side of Japan.  
The city is frequently called Hida-Takayama to differentiate 
it from the many other cities in Japan named Takayama, so 
don’t worry if you hear this name more than once during your 
travels. Rest assured you’re in the right place. Though Hida- 
Takayama’s attractions are numerous enough to keep even 
the most energetic visitor busy for days, there are a few that 
stand out more than others.

No location reflects the lengthy history of Hida-Takayama 
like Sanmachi-Suji (三町筋), a well preserved Edo-period 
merchant village located in the heart of the city. The three 
main streets of Sanmachi-Suji are home to a variety of craft 
shops, restaurants serving local foods, and sake breweries, 
but the most noticeable feature of this historic area is its 
charming atmosphere. Walking along these old streets being 
surrounded by such architecture takes you back in time, and 
gives you an idea of what Japan looked like hundreds of 
years ago. Though the streets are open to the public at all 
times, most shops begin to close around 5PM, so be sure to 
plan accordingly.

Shopping is bound to make anyone hungry eventually, and 
Hida-Takayama’s local cuisine could be just the pick-me-
up required to keep going. While you can find almost any 
standard Japanese dish in the restaurants surrounding 
Sanmachi-Suji, try to find one that serves hoba miso, a local 
favorite. Though hoba miso consists of some pretty normal 

ingredients like onions, mushrooms, and of course miso, 
what makes it unique is the way it is prepared and served. In 
Japanese, hoba is a leaf of a particular type of magnolia tree 
that grows in the Gifu area. With hoba miso, miso paste is 
mixed with a variety of other ingredients like mushrooms and 
onions, placed on a large dried hoba leaf, and then grilled 
over a small fire at your table. Add some meat and rice and 
you have yourself a delicious local meal.

A bit further away from the city center lies another important 
historical site: Hida Folk Village.  This unique open air 
museum contains more than 30 traditional thatched roof 
buildings, and acts as a replica of what a typical village in 
the Hida region looked like hundreds of years ago. All of 
the houses were dismantled at their original locations, and 
relocated to Hida-Takayama for preservation. Visitors are free 
to explore any of the buildings, and exhibits placed inside 
detail the buildings’ purposes and what kind of people might 
have lived there. Don’t worry, they’re written in both Japanese 
and English. It can take a while to see all that there is to see 
in Hida Folk Village, so make sure to leave plenty of time to 
explore before the park closes at 5PM. 

If you’re already around Hida Folk Village, I have one final 
travel recommendation that is lesser known, but no less 
impressive. I’m talking about the Forest of the Seven Lucky 
Gods, a peaceful wooded sanctuary where you can view 
statues of seven shinto deities each carved from tree trunks 
nearly a millennium old. Hida-Takayama is famous for their 
skilled carpenters, and that prowess is on full display here. 
Each statue is housed in a small structure that helps protect 

Take me to Takayama                                               Ben Holschuh (Oita)
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museum contains more than 30 traditional thatched roof 
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and English. It can take a while to see all that there is to see 
in Hida Folk Village, so make sure to leave plenty of time to 
explore before the park closes at 5PM. 

If you’re already around Hida Folk Village, I have one final 
travel recommendation that is lesser known, but no less 
impressive. I’m talking about the Forest of the Seven Lucky 
Gods, a peaceful wooded sanctuary where you can view 
statues of seven shinto deities each carved from tree trunks 
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skilled carpenters, and that prowess is on full display here. 
Each statue is housed in a small structure that helps protect 

them from the elements, and also has a small shrine at their 
feet where offerings are placed to honor them. The park 
is small enough that you can see all of the statues fairly 
quickly, but before you leave, be sure to pick up an omamori.  
Whereas most omamori (amulets sold at Shinto shrines) are 
created with a specific purpose such as success in school or 
traffc safety, at the Forest of the Seven Lucky Gods you can  
purchase a charm that allows the seven lucky gods to watch 
over you. Seems like a pretty good catch-all to me!

Once you are in Hida-Takayama, nearly all major attractions 
are within walking distance, or a short bus ride. The hardest 
part becomes getting to Takayama itself, as there is no 
shinkansen line that travels through the town. Your best bet 
is to either take a three hour bus ride from the Meitetsu Bus 
Stop outside of Nagoya Station, or take the JR Hida line from 
Nagoya Station and be there in about two and a half hours.  
The bus ride is roughly 3,000 yen, while the train will cost 
about 6,000 yen. Though the trip may seem a bit long, it is 
well worth it to experience the best of what rural Japan has to 
offer.

Ben Holschuh is the husband of a first year JET residing in 
Hita, Oita. Before becoming an expat he worked in video 
game production for 5 years in northern California. He is a 
video game and music enthusiast, and you can follow his 
assorted musings on Twitter @TheWholeShoe.

Source: rumpleteaser@flickr

Take me to Takayama                                               Ben Holschuh (Oita)

http://twitter.com/TheWholeShoe
https://www.flickr.com/photos/rumpleteaser/


Let’s face it, you’re probably not reading this article if you’ve 
got no idea who Bashō was. But on the off chance you haven’t, 
Matsuo Bashō was one of Japan’s greatest (arguably the 
greatest) haiku poet. Yeah, those silly short three-line poems that 
keep ending in ‘refrigerator’ so someone can fill five syllables 
with one word. Haiku in reality are a Japanese poetic form with 
a 700 year heritage, and Bashō was to them what Shakespeare 
was to the sonnet and Chopin to the prelude — he fundamentally 
changed, and arguably founded, the way we read and write haiku 
today.

Haiku as a form and especially as a lifestyle is inexorably linked 
to travel. Haiku poets and students would gather for miles around 
to write linked verses called renga over an evening or a few days. 

     FOCUS FIVE: 
Traveling 

with Bashō
Looks haiku’ve got some travelling to do

古池や
蛙飛び込む
水の音
furu ike ya
kawazu tobikomu
mizu no oto 

Old pond
Frog jumps in
Sound of water 

The Bashō Museum, 
Kōtō-ku, Tokyo
Where else to start than at the beginning? 
This museum is small, but stands at or at 
least very near location of the small grass 
huts in which Bashō lived and wrote many 
of his travel journals. I say ‘huts’ because, 
as was the fashion in 17th Century Edo, 
they had a tendency to burn down. This 
is a humble place with a great selection 
of artefacts and a lovely garden. Nearby 
Kiyosumi Garden has a massive stone 
upon which is carved Bashō’s most 
famous haiku. Have a read and a wander, 
and soak in the atmosphere of Sumida 
Riverside coupled with suburban hum.

あらたうと
青葉若葉の
日の光 
aratauto
aoba wakaba no
hi no hikari

Looking with awe
Green leaves, fresh 
leaves
The light of the sun 

Nikkō, Tochigi 
Prefecture
An excellent place to visit even if you 
couldn’t give a monkey’s about Japanese 
verse. This was one of Bashō’s early 
stops, while still in southern/central 
Japanese “civilisation.” Nikkō Tōshō-gū 
is a shrine with a gate so colourful and 
ornate the architect deliberately ordered a 
pillar to be installed upside-down to avoid 
reaching absolute perfection and angering 
any deities. It’s also the resting place of 
Tokugawa Ieyasu, Japan’s first shogun. 
For Bashō, who came in time to see both 
of these things, it was a site of utmost 
holiness. Aside from this, he occupied this 
time mainly with climbing the mountain 
which gives the town its name. Both sides 
of this place are well worth your attention.

松島や
ああ松島や
松島や
matsushima ya
aa matsushima ya
matsushima ya

Matsushima and...
Ah! Matsushima and...
Matsushima... 

Matsushima, Miyagi 
Prefecture
Another place that carries a significant 
cultural pedigree. Matsushima is a natural 
bay with 260 islands packed into it. It’s one 
of the Three Views of Japan and has been 
well-visited by travellers for centuries before 
and after Bashō. Even in bad weather, the 
view from the right spot is breathtaking. 
Bashō himself wrote a poem that’s been 
interpreted as either a humorous admission 
of being struck wordless or a rather more 
serious statement that words simply can’t 
convey the beauty of the place.

1
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Let’s face it, you’re probably not reading this article if you’ve 
got no idea who Bashō was. But on the off chance you haven’t, 
Matsuo Bashō was one of Japan’s greatest (arguably the 
greatest) haiku poet. Yeah, those silly short three-line poems that 
keep ending in ‘refrigerator’ so someone can fill five syllables 
with one word. Haiku in reality are a Japanese poetic form with 
a 700 year heritage, and Bashō was to them what Shakespeare 
was to the sonnet and Chopin to the prelude — he fundamentally 
changed, and arguably founded, the way we read and write haiku 
today.

Haiku as a form and especially as a lifestyle is inexorably linked 
to travel. Haiku poets and students would gather for miles around 
to write linked verses called renga over an evening or a few days. 

Haiku is further rooted in place and history, and responds to the 
poetic reverberations of those who came, and wrote, before.

For Bashō, this was often in the form of travel journals, written 
in the haibun form of mixed prose and haiku verse. “Oku no 
Hosomichi” (Narrow Road to the Deep North) is widely considered 
to be his masterpiece, and chronicles (with plenty of artistic 
license) a journey of several months from Edo (now Tokyo) down 
to Ōgaki in Gifu Prefecture, via many places as far north as Iwate 
Prefecture. Naturally, the enormity of this journey and the fame of 
many verses from it make it a veritable gold mine for significant 
places to visit. Without further ado, here are five of the best 
Bashō-related places to visit in Japan.

Jack Richardson (Yamagata)

松島や
ああ松島や
松島や
matsushima ya
aa matsushima ya
matsushima ya

Matsushima and...
Ah! Matsushima and...
Matsushima... 

Matsushima, Miyagi 
Prefecture
Another place that carries a significant 
cultural pedigree. Matsushima is a natural 
bay with 260 islands packed into it. It’s one 
of the Three Views of Japan and has been 
well-visited by travellers for centuries before 
and after Bashō. Even in bad weather, the 
view from the right spot is breathtaking. 
Bashō himself wrote a poem that’s been 
interpreted as either a humorous admission 
of being struck wordless or a rather more 
serious statement that words simply can’t 
convey the beauty of the place.

夏草や
兵どもが
夢の跡
natsukusa ya
heidomo ga
yume no ato

Summer grasses
All that remains
Of warrior’s dreams 

Hiraizumi, Iwate 
Prefecture
At first glance Hiraizumi seems to lack 
the level of tourist clout carried by the 
above two entries — old temple, a nice 
garden, UNESCO World Heritage Site 
designation — the usual. The temple, 
Chūson-ji, is indeed lovely, and has been 
rebuilt countless times on the same site 
for over a thousand years. The draw for 
me, however, is the same history that drew 
Bashō. It became the de facto capital of 
Ōshū in the Heian period, covering an area 
about the size of modern Tōhoku. A golden 
age lasted for 100 years, but after the more 
impressive buildings had been destroyed 
and a few centuries had passed all that 
was left was the temple and the remains 
of some castle walls. These can still be 
visited today, and led to one of Bashō’s 
most poignant haiku.

閑さや
岩にしみ入る
蝉の声
shizuka ya
iwa ni shimi iru
semi no koe

Silence
Sinking into the rocks
Voices of the cicadas 

Yamadera, Yamagata 
Prefecture
In my opinion, Yamadera is a place that 
any Bashō fan should visit at least once. 
Its name comes from the Risshaku-ji 
Temple that stretches all the way up the 
mountainside, with buildings practically 
hanging off cliffs at some points. Thankfully 
the steps up aren’t too bad. The views from 
top and bottom are breathtaking, especially 
in autumn, and the town itself hosts the 
Yamadera Bashō Memorial Museum. 
Bashō’s haiku from this place is among his 
most well-known, and can be seen carved 
into stones all over the place.
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This California Sunflower is wilting in the world of no 
central-heating...
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Kirsty Broderick
Can I just hibernate till April?
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Sheena Shakely (Tokyo)

An expecting 
mother’s fight to 

secure more childcare 
leave rights for JET 

mothers to be
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We’re having a baby! How exciting! However, this 
bit of good news does bring some stress along with 
it, especially when you’re expecting your first child 
in a foreign country. My husband and I are both 
third year JETs in Tokyo, and we’re well settled 
into the routines of life in Japan. We thought the 
most difficult challenge we would face would 
be managing prenatal care and childbirth in 
Japanese, but that’s been a surprisingly smooth 
ride so far. What has been challenging and 
stressing is working with the Board of Education 
about how much time I can take off work after the 
baby arrives and the task of finding day care.

Having a baby on JET is one of those topics that 
you hear about, but not much about. It’s true that 
Japan is a great place to have a baby, although 
it’s likely very different from your home country. 
Japan also has good options for parents who 
need to take time off work to care for a baby, but 
the trouble for JETs is accessing these options. 
JET contracts vary, but it seems to be the norm 

that they do not directly address leave entitlement 
for those of us with a new baby. When asking your 
employer about your leave options in the case of 
pregnancy, you will get mixed responses. From 
the stories that I have heard, it is common for 
JETs to be denied child care leave after the baby 
becomes eight weeks old, and the explanations 
for “why” are all different. 

When our schools heard the news that I was 
pregnant they were very happy and supportive, 
but when I asked the Board of Education for 
information on maternity and childcare leave, 
things went downhill. The BOE sent me two 
pages of translated, legal-sounding, contradictory 
information. To elaborate, it included links to 
government websites in Japanese – which I 
can’t read. As alarming as all that was, the big 
shock came in the last sentence, stuffed under 
a subheading, at the bottom of a list, “Child care 
leave is not allowed for JET”.

To understand why this is troublesome, you need 
to first understand the kinds of leave parents  in 
Japan can take to care for their children. Maternity 
leave is for mothers, they can take up to six weeks 
off before the baby is due, and another eight 
weeks after the baby is born. The school doesn’t 
pay you, but social insurance will give you about 
60% of your salary during this time. Thankfully, 
I’ve never heard of a JET being denied this kind 
of leave. 

The other kind of leave is called ‘child care leave’. 
Either mom or dad can take this kind of leave to 
care for a child once maternity leave is over and 
until the child is a little more than a year old. Child 
care leave is for parents who can’t find a family 
member or daycare to take care of the child while 

they are at work. Your employer doesn’t pay you, 
but the government will give you about 50% of 
your salary. This is the kind of leave that JETs 
are frequently denied, for various reasons, and to 
varying degrees of legality. This is the leave that 
my BOE said I could not use.

According to the Child Care Leave Law for fixed-
term contract workers, such as JETs, workers are 
eligible for child care leave if they have worked for 
their employer for at least a year and if there is no 
reason why the worker would not be re-contracted 
at the time the childcare leave ends (a little more 
than a year later). This means that 1st year and 
5th year JETs don’t qualify, but anyone in-between 
should.
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So with righteous anger I wrote to my BOE and 
told them about the law. Their response was that 
since my contract says I’m a “special services” 
employee, they don’t have to give me all the 
usual labor rights in accordance with a document 
from 1950. I couldn’t believe it. They are trying 
to deny me my right to child care leave based 
on a document more than 66 years old? I don’t 
even think child care leave existed then. I would 
expect the current labor laws to override old laws 
like this, but I don’t have the means to do much 
about it. When I got angry about it, the BOE said 
that CLAIR had recommended or suggested that 
this special services designation be used for JET 
positions.

The surface reason for why JETs are often special 
services employees is pretty obvious; child care 
leave is a big inconvenience to the schools we 
work for, especially when we’re not permanent 
employees. However, there is a reason for child 
care leave; it protects parents’ jobs in a situation 
where they need to take care of a child. I would 
even argue that JETs need this protection more 
than most due to the nature of our jobs. We are 
not native Japanese speakers and we often don’t 
understand the way things work with government 
and various policies in Japan. We also lack the 
local support network of family and old friends 
most people can turn to in a time of need. JETs 
need the option of taking more than eight weeks 
to find a childcare solution before their jobs are on 
the line. 

The fact is that Japan, especially in big cities, 
doesn’t have enough daycare openings for the 
number of children whom parents want to enroll. 
The declining birthrate has led the government 
to push for women to both have children and to 
return to their jobs for the sake of the economy. 
This has caused problems; there aren’t enough 
daycare facilities to accommodate the sudden 
demand. The number of children on the official 
waiting list for daycare in Tokyo alone is more 
than 5,000. This paints a dark picture for JETs 
who have babies in big cities.

I decided to fight for my right to child care leave 
because we are likely to need more than eight 
weeks to find child care. However, arguing with 
the BOE was like talking to a wall - a sympathetic, 
but unyielding wall. Even when I asked for other 
information and support, I was met with inaction. 
So I wrote letters to CLAIR and AJET about the 
situation. I told them that I felt I had a legal right 
to child care leave, and that the BOE was not 
providing adequate information and support to 
pregnant JETs.

It seemed to me like my BOE considered the case 
settled. Maybe they needed time to research, or 
maybe word about my letters to CLAIR and AJET 
got back to them, but suddenly, after nearly a 
month of silence, they were willing to talk about 
it again. They still won’t budge on the child care 
leave, but they’re finally realizing that they should 
make an effort to help us find child care and plan 
for how we can get time off to care for the baby 
until we find child care. After a couple of meetings, 
we now have a plan and although we have a lot of 
work to do, we finally feel like the BOE is on our 
side.  

I’m thankful for the support our BOE is offering, 
but I’m not going to give up on changing the policy 
about child care leave for JETs. My husband and I 
have made the best out of our situation, but I think 
we’re rather lucky. It’s easy to imagine how things 
could be more diffcult for other couples or single  
mothers. 



Sheena Shakely and her husband, Max Shakely, are 
from Denver, Colorado and are now third year JETs in 
public high schools in Tokyo. They are eagerly awaiting 
the best Christmas present, the birth of their first child, 
who is due at the end of December, 2017.

Photos:
Sheena Shakely
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I think it is important for JETs to know what our 
contract says about maternity and childcare leave. 
If you don’t know the policy of your contracting 
organization, I advise you to find out as soon as 
possible, preferably before you’re expecting a 
baby. It may be a lot different, or more complex 
than you expect. If you find yourself in a situation 
where you are not getting support or the leave 
from work you need, then I encourage you to 
write letters, talk to people, and spread the word. 
It cannot hurt your situation, and it may get your 
contracting organization to take notice and do 
something to help you. 

As for long term change, I’ve heard that in 2020, 
the special services designation for employees 
will come up for review, and it could be changed to 
include more benefits. Even if that does happen, 
it is up to CLAIR and our various contracting 
organizations to adopt this change. We should let 
them know those benefits are important to us. By 
sharing my story I hope that more attention will be 
drawn to this issue and that other JETs will start 
talking about the need for change too.

“I decided to fight for my 
right to child care leave...”



A reflection on Tetsuro 
Miyazaki’s hafu 
photography workshop 
at Sophia University
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Elena Nielsen (Saitama)



“Do you think worrying about identity is a lifelong 
struggle?” –Aiko Chinchilla Takahashi

“How would you describe yourself without using 
any labels?” -Sophi Elsamni

I’m power-walking up the road leading to my 
station when I see them: a group of boys in 
their teens, laughing and joking with each other 
alongside their bikes. They’re enjoying the ease 
that comes with being in a large group; being 
loud, walking slowly, taking up more space than 
necessary on this narrow road. I’m running late 
and need to pass them. I’m 25 years old, and 
despite myself, I feel a jolt of self-consciousness. 
Will they notice? With a sumimasen I push through 
them and hurry up the road. I reach the top of the 
hill and I am thinking I’m in the clear when I hear 
it; “Hello!”

On a separate occasion, a woman says to me 
in her French accent, “You know, I didn’t realize 
you were an American. I was wondering why as 
a Japanese, your English was so good!” These 
are just two examples of how, as a mixed race 
person, you sometimes get people “othering” you 
from both sides.

Last October, I had the privilege of attending a 
workshop at Sophia University on the topic of 
hafu, or people with one Japanese parent and 
one non-Japanese parent. The workshop was led 
by hafu photographer, Tetsuro Miyazaki, and here 
he discussed his ongoing project: Hafu2Hafu. 
Through Hafu2Hafu, Miyazaki, who is of half 
Belgian and half Japanese descent, seeks to 
explore the diversity of experience that is being half 
Japanese. Having found out about the workshop 
through API AJET’s Facebook page, and being 
half Japanese myself, I decided to attend.

“Where do you belong?” 
–Henry James Cattell

I didn’t really know what to expect when 
I showed up. There had been mention of 
a presentation by Miyazaki followed by a 
discussion section, but other than that, the 
online description was spare. There was Tetsuro, 
who looked familiar to me, despite us never having 
met before. Through powerpoint he explained his 
artist’s journey, his mixed background, and his 

project’s mission. His father is from Kyushu and 
went to Belgium to teach Karate. His mother 
was his father’s Karate student. Miyazaki 
grew up in a multilingual household 
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After Miyazaki’s presentation, a man stands 
up to ask him a question. Identifying himself as 
Zainichi Korean, the man explains his ancestors 
came from Korea during Japan’s colonial rule. 
He is racially Korean but born and raised in 
Japan, speaks Japanese fluently, and by most 
accounts presents as an ordinary Japanese man. 
Despite this assimilation, many Zainichi Koreans 
experience discrimination in Japan. The man 
says that he feels like a hafu in that he is caught 
between two cultures, but has finally accepted 
himself. He asks Miyazaki how and when he 
himself was able to accept being hafu.

Miyazaki explains that the day he stopped trying 
to be Japanese was the day he accepted being 
hafu. Many people in Japan, hafu or ex-pat, 
think that by changing some part of themselves, 
whether it’s how they dress, how well they speak 
Japanese, their mannerisms, or even their taste 
in music, they will be accepted as Japanese, but 
this is a fruitless effort. He uses the metaphor of 
a bucket, which needs all its wooden slats to hold 
water. Japan is a very ethnically homogenous 
society, so even if you speak Japanese fluently, or 
know all there is to know about Japanese cooking, 
or master the art of Kendo, there will always be 
some way in which you fall short. “There is nothing 
I can do to be Japanese,” he explains. “Having a 
good sense of humor also helps.”

Following the presentation’s question and answer 
session, Miyazaki has all of us stand up and move 
to the center of the room. He asks us a series 
of questions as a group about our identities and 
experiences in Japan, to which we answer “yes” 
by standing on the left side of the room and “no” 
by standing on the other. As we answer questions 
such as “Do you speak more than one language?” 
and “Do your parents have different expectations 
of you?” I notice the diversity of our group. 

There’s a North American man who is a father to 
a young hafu child, and is here for her benefit. 
There’s a girl who is full European but whose 
parents are from two different European countries, 
and is interested in the term “hafu”, as the identity 
doesn’t exist back in her country. There are ex-
pats and hafus of various mixes. Most notably to 
me, there are hafu who were born and raised in 
Japan, and look more Japanese than I do. When 
answering subjective questions such as “Do you 
feel Japanese?”, I look to these others and find 
myself wondering where I fit in. 

in Belgium; speaking Flemish, 
French, Japanese and, like 
many of us, attending Japanese 
language school on Saturdays. 

He first truly realized he was mixed 
race at age 8, when he chose to root for 

Belgium in the World Cup, as he was born and 
raised in Belgium, but was told by his peers that 
he had to root for the Japanese team. This feeling 
of having to “choose” between his two cultures, 
and to validate these choices with “proof” of 
Japanese-ness or Belgian-ness, has persisted 
into his adulthood. 

Miyazaki started Hafu2Hafu as a personal project; 
it is now funded by the Hapa Japan Database 
Department at the University of Southern 
California. A unique feature of his photo project 
is that instead of conducting interviews with each 
participant, he simply asks his subjects to address 
other hafu in the world with a question of their own 
choosing. In his words, “the lack of narratives or 
answers to the questions, is what I think 
make this project so interesting. It forces 
everyone to use their imagination and dig 
into their own memories. The participants 
share a very personal question, but they 
remain enigmatic.” 

Another unique aspect of his project is 
his goal to take photos of one hafu from 
every country in the world. Through his 
encounters with other hafu, Miyazaki has 
learned that hafu experiences differ depending 
on their ethnic makeup, gender, and age. This 
is something he wishes to convey through his 
project, as the stereotype of hafu tends to be that 
we are young, attractive, or half-European women 
like the hafu celebrity, Becky. In reality, there is no 
one kind of hafu.

70



 In my JET interview, I was warned that my 
Japanese heritage would often go unrecognized 
in Japan. Back in America, I took great pride in 
celebrating Obon matsuri every year, helping to 
teach others traditional Japanese dance, and 
studying the history of my ancestors, who came to 
America in the early 1900s and suffered under the 
Japanese-American internment in WWII. Like my 
great-grandfather, who was a Buddhist minister, I 
am a practicing Jodo Shinshu Buddhist. My first 
job was working at the Japanese Cultural and 
Community Center of Northern California in San 
Francisco. My decision to major in Sociology was 
inspired by my heritage. My social networks are 
all Japanese-American. Growing up in my small 
suburban town, I was known as the “Japanese” 
one. Being Nikkei, or of Japanese descent, is a 
huge part of who I am.

But coming to Japan, where nationality and 
ethnicity are treated as one, hyphenated identities 
do not exist. You are American, or not. If you 
are a 5th generation Chinese-American, you’re 
Chinese. Being the daughter of a third generation 
Japanese-American mother and a third generation 

In contrast to this lived experience, part of the 
genius of Tetsuro Miyazaki’s work is quietly 
putting control back into the participant’s 
hands. There’s no rapid-fire interview about the 
participant’s ethnic background, in which they 
might feel pressured to highlight their hafu-ness or 
Japanese-ness. Since they are tasked at posing 
a question to other Hafu, their question invariably 
becomes something they’ve noticed about the 
experience of being hafu, an implicit comment on 
how society treats them. 

Miyazaki ends his event by having all of us, hafu 
or not, write a question to the group. Mine is “Do 
you feel like there are hierarchies within being 
hafu? If so, what have you noticed?” We fall into 
a discussion that touches on a range of topics 
regarding identity, from whether the pressure on 
hafus to belong in Japanese society is external 
or internal, to whether Italian-Americans are right 
to call themselves “Italian.” As we break into pairs 
and chat, people continue to share their stories 
and opinions. 

A Japanese social researcher tells me about a 
hafu girl who has never met her Nigerian father, 
yet is expected to speak English well because 

Scandinavian-American father, I best fit the role of 
hafu, but even that has been contested by others. 

I’m often told I’m lucky for being able to experience 
two cultures. I am proud of who I am but what I 
don’t think people understand about being hafu, 
mixed race, or multicultural of any kind, is that 
although we are both or many, we don’t always 
get to be all. People will decide for us, whether it’s 
through a look on the train that says “Hm, you’re 
different.” or plainly stated (“None of your features 
look Japanese.”). Sometimes it’s in a conversation 
with a friend when you express criticism against 
one country and they react with just a little too 
much defensiveness, because ultimately, they see 
you as a foreigner weighing in on something you 
don’t understand. People often do this arbitrarily, 
based on the context in which they meet you (eg. 
Whether you are speaking English when they 
meet you, whether you are with Asian or non-
Asian friends, etc.) but speak their opinions with 
conviction. And just when you start to accept that 
you are always going to be seen for one half over 
the other, a stranger will confidently mistake you 
for your other “half.”

she’s “black” and “looks American.” A hafu who 
was raised in Japan expresses his confusion 
over being called “Asian-American” on visits to 
the U.S., as everything he knows about American 
culture he was taught by his father’s Caucasian-
American family, and thus feels he is culturally 
half Caucasian-American and half Japanese. 
Some of us bond over the universally detested 
experience of Saturday Japanese school. We 
share hafu facebook group pages and exchange 
contact information. We create community. 

After the event, I email Tetsuro a few questions, 
including if he feels whether hafu serve any 
particular purpose in the world. He answers:

I don’t think we serve a role in the world. 
And I don’t think anyone should feel the 
pressure of doing so. Some people feel they 
should be bridging the gaps between two 
cultures. Some of us are raised bicultural, or 
multilingual. That does not mean they have 
to do anything with their ability to speak more 
languages or to understand different cultures. 
It’s not because you like to cook, that you 
have to open a restaurant.
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In Japan, you’ll see many hafu models in magazines and ads. 
You’ll see many entertainers who are hafu, and even makeup 
specifically designed to make you look like you’re half. Tetsuro 

Miyazaki’s project is about hafu. This entire article is about hafu. 
But we aren’t special. As is clear from the turn-out at Miyazaki’s 
workshop, there are people from so many different backgrounds 
who exist between identities, whether these are racial, gender, 

religious, or sexual in classification. In what ways are you 
“between”?
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Photos: 
Tetsuro Miyazaki

Elena Nielsen

The workshop was held in cooperation with SIETAR, 
an organization that promotes international and 

intercultural communication through the promotion 
of education, training and research in Japan. For 
more information, viewing portraits, contacting 

Miyazaki, or even becoming one of his models, you 
can find Tetsuro Miyazaki’s project here.

Elena Nielsen is a mixed race, 4th generation 
Japanese-American born and raised in California. 
She is currently working in Tokyo, Japan as an English 
Teacher, but aspires to eventually return home to work 
in Japanese-American non-profits. In her spare time 
she plays taiko, practices traditional Japanese flower 
arranging, and bothers stray cats.
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Anna Barlow (Nagasaki)



During my first couple of weeks in 
Japan, I was encouraged to write 
some goals I wished to achieve 
whilst living here. My list included 
ordinary points such as learning 
Japanese, immersing myself in 
the culture, and travelling around 
the country. I also wanted to keep 
up with my love of music. I play 
the piano and flute, and I wanted 
to try a new instrument in Japan. 
I thought taiko would be a good 
fit. I did not know too much about 
taiko, but my inner music geek was 
excited to try something new. Also, 
it looked pretty damn cool. 

I was lucky enough in Omura to 
hear about International Taiko 
Lessons from my local ALT squad. 
I jumped at the chance, and 
before I knew it I was biking to our 
community centre to start my first 
two and half hour taiko lesson. 
We began by watching a short 
performance, giving us an idea 
of what we will hopefully be able 
to play in festivals in the future. 
And then it was time… time to be 
handed our precious bachi sticks! 
These are special extra thick drum 
sticks used for Taiko, made of soft 
wood. Over time the ends become 
dented from the constant hitting of 
the drum. We started by getting 
into the correct position to play, 
which involved bending to a half 
squat. As soon as this happened I 
thought to myself “uh oh”, my body 
is not prepared for this. Then, when 
we started a beat I realised how 
weak my left arm was, making it 
extremely difficult to hit properly 
with enough force. What did I say 
yes to?! This was so hard!

 
After the first hour, I was 
going back and forth to my 
towel and water bottle. I was using 
my whole body to play and keep 
up with the rhythm. I thought I 
had left my sports days back in 
high school! As I played through 
the sweat dripping into my eyes, I 
realised I was actually having fun 
despite the good cardio workout. 
With so much concentration 
and coordination my mind was 
distracted by the unexpected 
exercise.

The next morning, as I reached to 
kill my alarm, I yelped to myself. 
My arm! Why does it ache?! I spent 
the day stretching my arms and 
legs in pain. It was then I realised 
how much of a full body workout 
taiko was for me. 

Our teacher now starts each 
lesson with push ups, planks, 
and lots of stretching. We also 
focus a lot on endurance and 
stamina, where a memorised 
beat is repeated for either three 
or five minutes. This is intense; 
concentrating on beat patterns, 
keeping in sync with everyone and 
ensuring correct form. I, however, 
feel a sense of mindfulness, even 
though I am so immersed, I would 
only be thinking of “the now” and 
would almost forget what I was 
doing. I temporarily forget about 
any problems I’ve been having as 

m y 
body takes 
over. After each taiko lesson, I 
found my body to be exhausted yet 
my mind to be at ease. It is almost 
like a form of meditation.

Even if you don’t want to trick your 
body into a cardio workout, Taiko 
gives you the feeling of being 
a team player again. You can’t 
easily hide in the back or fumble 
your way through the beat as you 
can be seen and heard. You have 
to work together to ensure you 
all can do the same beat, correct 
timing and arm movements. 
Finishing a class is a nice sense 
of accomplishment, you can hear 
the improvement and know you’re 
a step closer to a performance. 
Taiko is like that person who is the 
all-rounder; physical and mental 
strengths, looks very cool, is of 
course popular, yet not annoying. 
Oh, but you’ll still need your 
earplugs. 

Anna Barlow’s love of adventure and 
ramen brought her over from the land 
of the long white cloud to the land of 
the rising sun. She is a first year ALT 
from New Zealand based in Nagasaki 
Prefecture where you’ll easily find her 
in Omura Bay admiring the beautiful 
sunsets.

Photos:
Anna Barlow

75



THE AJET PEER SUPPORT GROUP IS 
HERE FOR YOU

DETAILS 
AT 

AJET.NET

Anonymous
support

for jets 8pm-7am 
every night

050-5534-5566

050-5534-5566

http://ajet.net/resources/counselling/ajet-peer-support-group/
http://ajet.net/resources/counselling/ajet-peer-support-group/
http://ajet.net/resources/counselling/ajet-peer-support-group/
http://ajet.net/resources/counselling/ajet-peer-support-group/
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CONTRIBUTING TO

CONNECT is a magazine for 
the community in Japan, by the 
community in Japan. Everyone is 
welcome to write, no matter your 
experience or style! If you have 
an idea you want to see in these 
pages, reach out to our Head 
Editor, or any of our awesome 
section editors. We’ll work with 
you to make it the best it can be 
and share it with our audience 
of thousands. Not every article 
needs to be an essay! We feature 
interviews, infographics, top-ten 
lists, recipes, photo spreads, 
travelogues, and more.

Contact the Head Editor of 
CONNECT, Lilian Diep, at 
connect.editor@ajet.net with your 
submissions, comments, and 
questions.

ARTICLES
Write about something you’re
doing. Write about something
you love. Tell us a story.

SPOTLIGHT
Tell us about someone in your 
community who’s doing something 
neat and noteworthy. Cooks, 
collectors, calligraphers — we 
want to hear about the inspiring 
people around you.

COMMENTS
Let us know what you think. 
Interact with us on Facebook, 
Twitter, and issuu.com.

PHOTOS
Members of the JET community 
contributed to the photos you see 
in this issue. If you’re an aspiring 
photographer and want your work 
published, please get in contact 
with the lead designer, Ashley 
Hirasuna, at ashley.hirasuna@
ajet.net.

HAIKU
Each month CONNECT will 
feature haiku from our readers. A 
haiku is simple, clean, and can be 
about anything you like! If you’re 
an aspiring wordsmith with the 
soul of Basho, send all of your 
haiku along with your name and 
prefecture to connect.editor@ajet.
net.

COMICS
You asked for it, and now 
CONNECT features comics. 
Whether you’re a desk doodler or 
a published artist, we want to see 
your panels and strips about life in 
Japan.

CONNECT WITH US
Interested in contributing to CONNECT? Want to stay up-to-date on interview opportunities, photo requests, 
and CONNECT announcements? Get involved with the CONNECT by contacting our current CONNECT staff 
and reading about the possible positions here.

You can also like us on Facebook, follow us on Instagram, Tumblr and Twitter, and interact with the
magazine via CLIP at ISSUU.

mailto:connect.editor%40ajet.net?subject=
mailto:ashley.hirasuna%40ajet.net?subject=
mailto:ashley.hirasuna%40ajet.net?subject=
mailto:connect.editor%40ajet.net?subject=
mailto:connect.editor%40ajet.net?subject=
http://connect.ajet.net/team/
https://www.facebook.com/ajetconnect%3Ffref%3Dts
https://www.instagram.com/ajet_connect/
http://ajet-connect.tumblr.com/
https://twitter.com/AJETConnect
https://issuu.com/ajetconnect
https://issuu.com/ajetconnect
https://www.instagram.com/ajet_connect/%3Fhl%3Den
https://twitter.com/AJETConnect
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