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Welcome to Connect
The monthly e-zine produced for JETs, by JETs, featuring the best 
news and articles from all over Japan. We are currently looking 
for writers, editors, photographers, and artists who want to create 
content for this national publication! 
We need YOU, the JET community, to get involved.
Send us your short stories, news articles, photographs, comics…
whatever it is that you do best…to communications@ajet.net.

We’re waiting to see what you’ve got!
Make your voice heard!
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Want to help JETs and 
the JET Programme?
Being a JET opens a door to life changing 
opportunities and experiences. If you’ve been 
helped by other JETs in the past and want to pay 
it forward, if you want to see the JET Programme 
become better than it is now, or, if you want to 
lend your voice on behalf of other JETs, we can 
help you do just that. 

If you are looking for a way to give back, AJET is 
looking for you. 

Looking for a Professional Challenge?
AJET provides a great opportunity for professional 
development.  As an association that works with 
businesses and other groups around the world, as 
well as maintaining and cultivating relationships 
with government agencies in Japan and abroad, 
AJET gives JETs a unique chance to prove that they 
have what it takes to be successful in a variety of 
business and corporate environments.  

AJET publishes a magazine read by thousands 
of people around the world, featuring dozens of 
contributors from various different backgrounds. 
Whether you are looking for business networking 
opportunities, or to jump start a future career in 
education and gain a foothold in the world of ESL, 
AJET’s domestic partnerships can put teaching 
resources in your hands that will make this 
happen. 

Looking to serve JETs in your immedi-
ate area through social networking and 
large-scale events coordination?

AJET works very hard to create a community for 
the 4,000 or so JETs living and working in Japan. 
An integral part of this community is the AJET Block 
Representation system, which puts motivated and 
inspired JETs in charge of connecting JETs both 
locally and nationally. This connection is key to the 
power we have to make positive change in our 
communities, and serve as future ambassadors 
between Japan and our home countries. 

If you’ve been active in your prefecture making 
your area a more eventful place for JETs, we are 
looking for you! 

Think you have what it takes?

AJET elections for the 2012-2013 JET 
year are here!
Those wishing to run, should contact an Executive 
Officer of AJET, or the holder of your desired 
position, and submit a platform to our Election 
Committee at election@ajet.net by February 24th, 
2012. Elections for the 2012-2013 AJET National 
Council will be held online from the beginning of 
March.

For further information and the election rules 
please check our website: http://ajet.net/ajet-
elections-2012/
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あけましておめでとうございます!
Glad to see you all back here, perservering through 
winter in Japan!

Last year was arguably the biggest year in the JET 
Programme’s history.  I personally was grateful to 
be a part of it, and honored to serve you all during 
it.  We saw the 25th anniversary of JET itself in the 
same year that Japan was struck with disasters 
of historic proportion. With great determination, 
this country and we, as officially invited guests, 
stood strong in our dedication and determination 
to recovery.

I’d like to personally thank all of you across the 
country for the variety of projects, events, and 
fundraising that you contributed to Japan in the 
aftermath of the March 11th disasters. It was 
admirable, selfless, and made me proud to be your 
colleague!

As you may already know, AJET wrapped up 2011 
with its bi-annual opinion exchange with CLAIR, 
MoFA, MEXT and MIC on December 12th and 
13th.  If you’re not familiar with how these meetings 
work, I’ll give you a quick run-down.

These meetings are very important to the successful 
administration of JET as a program. It’s also an 
official platform for AJET to gather the opinions 
and experiences of JETs, and share them with the 
ministries in hopes of running a Programme that is 

constantly getting better, and more effective in its 
purpose.

First, AJET surveys JETs online, based on the 
issues that JETs tell us are important to them.  We 
take the data collected from those surveys and use 
it to write research reports.  After sending those 
to the ministries, we meet for two days with the 
ministries to discuss the results, ask questions, give 
suggestions and share opinions about what we’re 
doing and where we’d all like the JET Programme 
to go in the future.

This December, we discussed how Prefectural 
Advisors (PAs)view their roles and experiences with 
the system as PAs, how English education is being 
implemented and taught in elementary schools, 
and updated them on AJET’s work, activities and 
accomplishments this year.

This whole process is entirely fueled by JETs 
responses and views across this country.  Because 
of that, I believe that AJET owes it to all of you 
to really convey what happened there, and let you 
know why these discussions were important.  

On the first afternoon, Donny Anderson (AJET 
Translator) presented an excellent summary and 
powerpoint, in Japanese, on our report, “Foreign 
Language Activities at the Elementary School 
Level”. Break out box with web address to that 
report.  The findings of the report were directed 
toward the Ministry of Education and included 

suggestions and recommendations put forth 
by myself, Donny, and Adam Chludzinski (AJET 
Blcok 11 Representative) and interpreted by Donny 
Anderson.  Those recommendations included ways 
that AJET could assist them by providing large 
scale solutions to problems that are within a system 
that’s dependent on local level administrators for 
decisions how to actually implement it’s ideas.

Afterward, Cailin Arena (AJET Director of Public 
Relations) facilitated a discussion with the ministries 
regarding the “AJET General Activities” report 
which was again presented by Donny Anderson. 
This report was a detailed breakdown of all the 
changes to our organizational structure since July. 
The purpose of this was to make AJET’s operations 
easy to understand for the ministries who support 
us, and reach out to them for financial and logistical 
assistance and advice.

Considering that  AJET functions on a 100% 
independent basis (with no government budget), 
we rely on support from the Programme’s 
coordinators in many ways. Ultimately, each 
organization was reminded of our common goals, 
and AJET was promised new support as well as 
the continuation of existing assistance.

The next morning, Erica Nakanishi-Stanis (AJET 
Block 4 Representative and CIR/PA) gave a 
summary in Japanese on the “Peer Review of 
the PA System” report.  Erica highlighted the four 
themes of the report, which were selection of PAs, 
how they are trained, how they view their roles, and 
their roles during 
the aftermath of 
the 3/11 disasters. 
Following the 
summary, Erica 
and Denise 
Schlickbernd (AJET 
CIR Representative) 
facilitated a dialogue 
with the ministries 
regarding their 
findings. As Erica 
and Denise are both 
PA’s, they were 
able to bring a very 
comprehensive and 
analytical approach 
to this report and 
discussion.

In the end, I was 

reminded just how important these meetings and 
our collaboration with the ministries are.  Sometimes, 
we can see direct changes or start new endeavors 
right there in these meetings.  Other times, this is 
just when a seed is planted.  It’s important for us 
as a council and future councils to remember that 
even though we may not get the answer that JETs 
want right then and there, sometimes the effects 
of these conversations and exchanges of opinions 
come to fruition in the long run.

In the grand scheme of things, the five organizations 
who work together to coordinate the success of 
the JET Programme all have different roles in JET 
for different reasons. However, it is important to 
remember that proper collaboration results in one 
of the largest international exchange initiatives in 
the world that has, and continues to, touch the 
lives of millions both in and outside Japan.

I’ve left that meeting with a rejuvenated spirit carried 
through good tidings of spirit and celebration of the 
holidays and new year!  This January, as I start the 
last 6 months of my 5 year JET career, I’m sure 
that this will be the most important and best yet!  I 
hope you’ll join us and we get ready to make 2012 
the year that won’t be forgotten, and starts a new 
chapter in the JET Programme History!

Connect with you next month,

Matthew Cook
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Who will be the next 
JET to be featured in 
JET Effect?
All over Japan, JETs like us are making a dif-
ference in their schools and in their commu-
nities, both here and in their home countries. 
We are a force for positive change and real 
international communication and connection - 
the JET Effect. 

Recently, the JET Effect has featured JETs 
who: write newspaper articles for papers in 
Japan and America, building understanding 
on a local level between the two countries; 
organized a homestay in rural Japan for Cana-
dian high school students; contribute regularly 
to JALT (the Japan Association of Language 
Teachers), which helps to make us better 
teachers; have taken up uncommon Japanese 
traditions and language and thrived as a liv-
ing bridge between Japan and the west: have 
used filmmaking skills to create a documen-
tary and fundraising website on behalf of a 
destroyed town in Tohoku. What they have in 
common is a passion for Japan and a desire to 
make a change for the better.

The JETs we are looking for demonstrate a 
dedication to making the most of their time 
on the JET Programme and making a positive 
change in their community. They may do that 
as a volunteer, a charity organizer, an active 
participant in special activities or events, or 
because they are in some way actively build-
ing rapport between Japan and other coun-
tries. We hope the JETs we feature will inspire 
others to action. If you know of (or are) a JET 
who fits this description, please contact us at 
jeteffect@ajet.net.
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“ALL the costs to make these trips happen came out 
of our own pockets, so the BIGGEST thanks to every-
one who has supported and volunteered with us.  It 
really wouldn’t have happened without you! People 
from all over Japan have supported us through dona-
tions or helped us in the volunteer efforts.  A BIG 
shout out to the JET community, which has really 
pulled through for us from the start.  Thank you all 
so much! It means so much to us!”

Moving forward, the organization has been actively 
involved with an orphanage in the Sendai area and 
is currently collecting donations for a scholarship 
fund for a high school boy who wants to attend 
university. 

“He’s passed all of his entrance exams and has 
been accepted into a university to study childcare. 
The only thing holding him back right now is the 
financial support he needs to pay for tuition and 
a mandatory insurance fee.  As an orphan, he will 
officially be on his own once he graduates from 
high school, so we are doing our best to raise these 
funds for him.  Please check out all the details at 
our website, www.volunteerakita.org, and please 
feel free to contact us if you have any questions or 
are interested in donating to the fund.”

Getting involved in the efforts to help out in Tohoku 
has had a huge impact on Paul. 

“For me, it was just frustrating being so close to the 
devastation, but not being able to help out.  So as 
soon as we made solid contacts and got the green 
light to head in, things really took off from there. All 
in all, this country has been so good to me, so this is 
definitely the least I can do to give back to Japan and 
its people, but really on a broader level, it’s all about 
the basics of living life, that we should ALWAYS 
show compassion and help those in need.”

Paul’s advice to other JETs interested in projects 
like his is to GET INVOLVED! 

“There is still so much work to do in Tohoku, 
although the disaster doesn’t necessarily show up 
on the news anymore. Getting involved in Japan 
can be intimidating with the whole language barrier, 
and sometimes getting things done can take longer 
than expected, BUT patience and persistence will 
take you far (in life in general too).  If you have an 
idea, MAKE MOVES, DO WORK, and MAKE IT 
HAPPEN.  

“If you have no idea where to start, shoot me an 

e-mail and I’ ll help you get started.  There is an 
amazing network of foreigners in Japan doing 
AMAZING things for Tohoku right now, and it’s 
been a great resource for volunteerAKITA from the 
start.”

Paul Yoo
Paul Yoo is a third year JET living in Yurihonjo, Akita. 
He laughingly calls himself ‘the 田舎 BABY’. He is 
the co-founder and director of volunteerAKITA, a 
grassroots charity organization that Akita JETs 
started up in response to the March 11th disaster 
in Tohoku. 

“volunteerAKITA is a great mix of community mem-
bers and ALTs in  Akita prefecture.  We are so for-
tunate to have such a great community up here in 
Akita! It’s AWESOME!”

“We in Akita were so fortunate compared to other 
areas in Tohoku, so it only made sense to use our 
time and resources to offer and bring aid to the 
folks out east, which is just a quick day trip away.”

The first big initiative launched by volunteerAKITA 
was The Fruit Tree Project.  After their first trip to 
Kesennuma, Miyagi Prefecture, in early April of 2011 
they discovered that there was an urgent need for 
fresh fruit in the emergency shelters. The people 
living in the shelters usually just received rice and 
miso soup for every meal.  

“To our surprise, there was still an abundance of 
fresh fruit within the Kesennuma city limits, but 
it wasn’t getting to the people who needed it 
most!  It was pretty frustrating to see this happen-
ing, but instead of pointing fingers and playing the 
blame game, we decided to take matters into our 
own hands and immediately started planning.”

volunteerAKITA members drafted a proposal to 
send out to people and soon enough, donations 
started coming in.  The first Fruit Tree trip was dur-
ing Golden Week.  Volunteers went down to Kesen-
numa with all the money they had collected (about 
$7,000) and provided fruit for over 1000 people per 
day, for 7 consecutive days.  

“This trip was a HUGE success and really set the 
tone for The Fruit Tree Project and volunteerAKI-
TA’s goals as an organization.”  

For months, the fruit deliveries continued as much 
as funds and time would allow, and provided fruit to 
other stricken areas such as Rikuzentakata and Ishi-
nomaki.  At the conclusion of the project, voluntee-
rAKITA had raised a total of ￥1,846,504 ($24,085) 
and delivered and 42,025 items of fruit.  Most 
importantly, they did this with ZERO overhead.  

http://www.volunteerakita.org/
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Life 
after
JET
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What do you think is the biggest 
challenge facing the Programme, and 
how should we be combatting that? 
Many schools still don’t seem to know how best 
to utilize ALTs, often using them as human tape 
recorders or not using them at all unless pushed. 
There is an overemphasis on exams and by-the-
book rote learning that isn’t helpful in terms of 
practical language skills. A real opportunity is 
squandered when there are ALTs in the building 
that aren’t able to help students build real conver-
sation skills.

Has your cooking been influenced 
by your time in Japan? 
Yes, it has been the greatest single influence, with-
out a doubt.

Do you have a signature dish? 
Cola-braised pork belly with butternut squash fon-
dant, peas, caramelized celery, miso mustard, and 
dashi foam.

It’s winter in Japan – what do you 
recommend JETs eat on these cold days?
It depends on where you live! In Sapporo, lots of 
miso ramen and soup curry. In Yamanashi, hou-
tou. In Kyushu, tonkotsu ramen and motsunabe. In 
Tokyo, monjayaki. But wherever you are, it’s hard 
to beat a good nabe.

Tim Anderson
Where are you from? 
Racine, Wisconsin via Los Angeles.

What years were you a JET and 
where were you placed? 
From 2006 to 2008, in Kitakyushu-shi, Fukuoka-
ken.

What have you done since 
your time on JET? 
I met a British girl during my JET years, so I moved 
to the UK to be with her. At first I was a travel 
agent specializing in East Asia because that was 
the only job I could find that would sponsor me for 
a work permit. I was made redundant in early 2009 
and spent most of that year unemployed, until I 
finally got married and got a spouse visa for the 
UK. I got a job selling Danish craft beer, quit that 
to become a cheese buyer for a supermarket chain, 
and finally quit that job while MasterChef was film-
ing and then got another job as manager of a spe-
ciality beer bar. Now I’m a chef.

How did you go from being 
a JET to a chef? 
I had been interested in Japanese food since I was 
a teenager. Actually, it was more of an obsession 
than an interest, and I used my time as a JET to 
really explore the local food culture of Japan, espe-
cially around Kyushu. I cooked constantly, trying to 
buy at least one new ingredient every time I went 
to the supermarket. I applied my knowledge of 
Japanese food to almost all of the dishes I cooked 
on MasterChef, though none of them were 100% 
traditional. In the end I won the competition, and a 
variation on tonkotsu ramen with gyoza was part of 
my winning menu.

What do you think the biggest 
change to the JET Program has 
been since you were a JET? 
I don’t know, I haven’t really heard about any 
changes.

What advice would you give to JETs in 
their first year on the JET Programme? 
Learn the language, travel extensively, and eat as 
much as you can. Enjoying food and discussing it is 
an excellent way to make friends with your Japanese 
co-workers and to connect with your students.
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Welcome to AJET Connect’s 
winter issue! 

…February made me shiver
With every paper I'd deliver
Bad news on the doorstep
I couldn't take one more step

This can be a tough time of year for the JETs 
in the Japan, especially those who come 
from warmer environments. Its can be a time 
when people feel isolated, as it gets harder to 
travel from place to place. Many people feel 
like giving up and crawling into bed for a few 
months, or worse yet, become very negative 
about being in Japan.  With that in mind, we 
bring you an opinion piece from Shikoku on 
the topic of culture shock, plus some smart 
tips on beating culture shock from Rosie, our 
advice columnist. Don’t let the winter blues 
get you down! 

Even though it’s winter, there are lots of 
events taking place all over Japan to check 
out (Thanks to Lisa Marie Cross for collecting 
them for us). The crowning event of February, 
year after year, is Okayama’s Naked Man Fes-
tival. Get the inside scoop on this eccentric 
night out from Okayama AJET’s Kevin Dono-
van, and join Okayama AJET on a wild and 
unforgettable run!

Lana Rosato Kitcher brings us a fascinating 
and thoughtful interview of one her co-work-
ers, offering insight into the character of a 
man whose accomplishments have been lost 
in time. Perhaps it will make you think twice 
about your own co-workers. How well do you 
know them? 

My own offering is a year in haiku: 2011 from 
January to December in digestible seventeen-
syllable bites. I hope you enjoy it.

The best thing you can do for yourself this 
month is to get out of the house, find out 
what’s happening near you, and getting 
involved. Don’t stay in the house when there’s 
so much going on. Remember, no regrets!

Sarah Jane Blenkhorn is a second-year JET in 
Shimane Prefecture. She plans to take her own 
advice to get out the door… after five more 
minutes in the kotatsu. Just five…
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Calendar of Cutural Events in February 2012
February 1st- 2nd, 
Kurokawa Noh, Kasuga 
Shrine, Kushibiki, 
Yamagata Prefecture

Ceremonial parades and seven sacred noh plays mark the beginning 
of the new year, traditionally celebrated a month later in this area.

February 1st- 2nd, 
Hakodate Yuki no Saiten, 
Hakodate, Hokkaido 

Ice sculptures and illuminations as well as winter sports.

February 1st-5th, Owase 
Ya-ya Matsuri, Owase, Mie 
Prefecture

In the evenings of the 2nd to the 4th, young men dressed only in 
loincloths, parade around the streets, jostling each other before 
diving into the sea to purify themselves. Lively parades, archery 
events and street dancing add to the excitement.

February 3rd, Kasuga 
Taisha Mandoro, Kasuga 
Taisha Shrine, Nara 

At this twice-yearly festival, the shrine's thousands of stone lanterns 
as well as it's famous bronze hanging lanterns are all lit to magical 
effect.

February 3rd, Konaki Zumo, 
Saikyo-ji Temple, Hirado, 
Nagasaki Prefecture

About 200-300 1-year-old babies take part in this competition 
every year. Competing babies sit opposite each other while a gyouji 
(referee) tries to surprise them into crying. The first baby to cry is 
the winner.

February 3rd, Naritasan 
Setsubun-e,Shinsho-ji 
Temple, Narita, Chiba 
Prefecture

Major bean-throwing festival held at the head temple of the Shingon 
Buddhist sect. Attracts top sumo wrestlers and famous entertainers 
every year.

February 3rd, Nishiarai 
Daruma Kuyo, 
NiFebruaryshiarai Daishi 
Temple, Adachi, Tokyo

One of Japan's largest daruma burning festivals.

February 3rd, Takisanji Oni 
Festival,Takisan-ji Temple, 
Okazaki, Aichi Prefecture

Three goblins dressed as grand-father, mother and child are chased 
by young men with torches.

February 3rd, Tsuina 
Ceremony, Nagata Jinja, 
Kobe, Hyogo Prefecture

Seven youths dressed as demons and wielding torches dance to the 
sound of conches and drums.

February 3rd, Ushikae 
Shinji, Hofu Tenmangu 
Shrine, Hofu, Yamaguchi 
Prefecture

All Tenmangu shrines are associated with bulls and at this major 
shrine festival, local business donate many cow-related prizes made 
from gold, copper and silver. Top prize though is live bull that the 
winner has to look after until the autumn.

February 5th-6th, Yuki no 
Carnival, Unazaki Onsen, 
Toyama Prefecture

Local winter festival featuring snow and ice sculptures, fireworks 
and 100 torch-bearing skiers forming a night time procession down 
the slopes.

February 6th, Hatsu-
umasai, Yutoku Inari Jinja, 
Kashima, Saga Prefecture

A parade of hundreds in festival dress led by horses with colourful 
headgear and saddles. Horses and people alike dance mambo-
fashion while thousands look on.

February 6th, Matsushima 
Kaki Matsuri, Matsushima, 
Miyagi Prefecture

Celebrates the local speciality of kaki (oysters) with Buddhist 
ceremonies and 100m long grill in the beachside park in  
Mastsushima Bay for visitors to cook fish bought at the market. 
Oysters usually sell out by the afternoon.

February 6th, Onda 
Matsuri, Asukamura, Nara 
Prefecture

Though formally known as the O-tauesai, or rice-planting festival, 
this is also a celebration of fertility. After the rice-planting ceremony, 
a ritual dance simulates a couple having sexual intercourse.

February 6th, Otomatsuri, 
Shingu, Wakayama 
Prefecture

Fire festival in which hundreds of men dressed all in white, run 
down the steep steps up the mountain carrying flaming torches.

February 6th, Shusho Oni-
e, Tennen-ji Temple, Bungo 
Takada, Oita Prefecture

Men dressed as oni (demons) act wildly and prod people's backs with 
burnt out torches. This is said to expel evil spirits and townspeople 
bend over to receive the demons' blessing until late at night.

February 6th, Tako-ichi, Oji 
Inari Shrine, Kita-ku, Tokyo

Annual kite market dating back to the Edo Period (1603-1867) when 
kites were said to 'cut the wind' and thus stop fires from spreading.

February 6th- 12th, 
Sapporo Yukimatsuri, 
Odori Park, Sapporo, 
Hokkaido

The largest of Hokkaido's winter snow and ice festivals. Teams from 
all over the world come to build snow statues for the International 
Snow Statue Contest held during the festival.

February 7th-11th, 
Asahikawa Fuyu Matsuri, 
Asahikawa, Hokkaido

Hosts the world's foremost ice sculpture competition and holds the 
record for the largest snow statue in the world. Many sculptures and 
snow slides all illuminated at night.

February 10th, Takewari 
Matsuri, Kaga-shi, Ishikawa 
Prefecture

To recreate the legendary killing of snakes in ancient times, young 
men, half-naked, half-dressed in white beat the ground with 2m 
lengths of bamboo in order to smash them to pieces.

February 10th- 13th, Yuki 
Toro Matsuri, Hirosaki, 
Aomori Prefecture

Yuki toro (snow lanterns) are snow sculptures in the shape of 
traditional Japanese ishidoro (stone lanterns). At this festival, around 
two hundred yuki toro and 300 miniature igloos grace Hirosaki park 
with the snow-covered castle in the background.

February 11th, Agon Shu 
Hoshi Matsuri, Yamashina, 
Kyoto

New Buddhist sect (established 1978) Agon Shu's Hoshi Matsuri 
or "Fire Rites Festival" involves the lighting of two huge bonfires of 
millions of prayer sticks - gomagi and the procession of supposed 
relics of the historic Buddha.

February 11th, Daito Ohara 
Mizukake Matsuri, Iwate 
Prefecture

The ages of 25 and 42 are considered unlucky ages for men and so 
at this festival, men of those ages take this opportunity to run around 
the town wearing only loincloths while townspeople throw water over 
them to wash away the bad luck. Recently men of other ages have 
been joining in in the hope of making their wishes come true.

February 11th, Shinwa no 
Takachiho Kenkoku Matsuri, 
Takachiho, Miyazaki 
Prefecture

Celebrates the mythical 'founding of the nation' day with a 'goddess' 
contest and a beard contest. The winners lead a parade of 800 
people dressed as Japanese gods.
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Culture Corner: 梅 
The Japanese Plum

Sarah Jane Blenkhorn

庭上の一寒梅笑って風雪を侵して開く
争わず又力めず自ら百花の魁けを占む

February in Japan, or certainly in the San’in (Shad-
owed Mountain) region where I live, is a wet, grey, 
cold month, though mercifully illuminated by brief, 
breathtaking moments of beauty such as this crisp, 
pearly morning. And though the winter is shorter 
and warmer than my Canadian hometown, at times 
it seems to stretch till forever. And that is why, at 
the end of the month, I prize my first sighting of the 
shy, creamy buds of the plum tree slowly unfurling 
against bare black branches, and my first inhala-
tion of its sweet scent.. People sing the praises of 
the showy cherry blossom, but my quiet joy is the 
sight of her humbler cousin and herald.

The ume is usually referred to as a plum tree in 
English, although it is a distinct species also related 
to the apricot. It grows on the banks of rivers and 
streams, in forests and on mountains. It came orig-
inally from China, where it is recognized as a sym-
bol of winter. In Japan, however, with its milder 
island climate, the plum tree is a welcome symbol 
of early spring, and the image of its delicate flow-
ers blooming in a snowy garden appears frequently 
in Japanese art and poetry.

Symbolism
The plum blossom, along with the pine and bam-
boo, is one of the ‘Three Friends of Winter’ accord-
ing to Chinese tradition; together, they symbol-
ize perseverance, integrity and modesty. It is also 
grouped with the orchid, lotus and chrysanthemum 
as one of the ‘Flowers of the Four Seasons.’  On 
its own, it is a symbol of perseverance, hope and 
purity. The ume tree is considered to be a protec-
tive charm against evil, and in gardens it is tradi-
tionally planted in the northeast, the direction of 
misfortune.

Uses
The fruit of the plum is consumed in a number of 
ways. Perhaps the most famous in Japan is the 
umeboshi, or pickled plum. Umeboshi are green 
plums pickled in salt. They are often mouth-pucker-
ingly sour, although there are sweet varieties avail-
able. Often they are dyed a deep red colour when 
pickled with red shiso leaves, which adds a pleas-
ing flavour. Umeboshi are often eaten with rice. A 

single red umeboshi on a bed of rice symbolizes 
the Japanese flag, and it is a popular filling for oni-
giri, or rice balls. As a health benefit, it is supposed 
to fight bacteria and aid digestion. Samurai believed 
that Umeboshi could combat battle fatigue, and  
nowadays people eat umeboshi with rice porridge 
when they have a cold or the flu.

If you don’t care for sour tastes, how about a glass 
of umeshu? Umeshu is a plum wine or liqueur 
made by steeping green plums in shochu. It is 
sweet and light, and easy to make: try making it 
yourself in early summer. Drinking a cup of ume-
shu before a meal supposedly whets the appetite.

Festivals and a Legend
Japan often celebrates the blooming of plum trees 
with many plum festivals (ume matsuri) that take 
place all over the country. Plum blossoms are the 
symbol of all Tenmangu shrines in Japan, so look 
for a festival at the Tenmangu shrine nearest you. 

There is a beautiful story about the ‘flying plum 
trees’ (tobiume) of Dazaifu in Kyushu. Sugawara no 
Michizane is the god of academic achievements 
enshrined in the Tenmangu shrines of Japan, but 
when he was a living person, he was a scholar and 
poet in the Heian Period. He was also a politician, 
and he was exiled from Kyoto’s court to Dazaifu, 
where he later died. When he left the capital, he 
wrote this poem:

kochi fukaba nioi 
okoseyo ume-no-hana
aruji nashitote 
haru wo wasuruna

“When the east wind blows,
Send me your scent on the wind, my dear plum 
blossoms, 
Never forget spring
Although your master is gone”

The story goes that the plum trees he had left 
behind in Kyoto were so touched by his words that 
they flew to Dazaifu to be with him in exile.

Soon the plum trees will be blooming in your neigh-
bourhoods. Watch for those early signs of spring 
and take a deep breath of their fragrance. Warm 
weather will soon be here!

Calendar of Cutural Events in February 2012 Cont.
February 11th, Sominsai, 
Kokuseki-ji, Iwate 
Prefecture

Men of unlucky ages (25 and 42) dressed only in loincloths take part 
in purification rituals throughout the night, climaxing in a vigorous 
struggle for wooden charms.

February 12th, Chousho-ji 
Aragyo, Chousho-ji, 
Kanazawa, Kanagawa 
Prefecture

Priests chant sutras and pray for peace while dousing themselves in 
cold water.

February 13th- 15th, 
Namahage Sedo Matsuri, 
Akita Prefecture

Blending Shinto and local folk traditions, this festival starts with 
ceremonial kagura dances and continues with namahage dancing 
around a bonfire and a torchlit procession down the mountain.

February 14th, Iwatsuka 
Kinekosa Festival, 
Shichishosa Shrine, 
Nakamura-ku, Nagoya

A dozen naked men plant a bamboo pole in the Shonai River, one 
man ascends the pole until it breaks. The direction of the broken 
bamboo fortells the year ahead.

February 15th, Kariwano 
Otsunahiki, Kariwano, 
Akita Prefecture

Annual tug of war contest between the people of the 'lower' and 
the 'upper' towns. Thousands take part pulling on each end of a rice-
straw rope over 50m in length.

February 15th-16th, 
Kamakura Festival, Yokote, 
Akita Prefecture

Local people build kamakura (snow houses) all over the town and 
offer food and drink to guests.

February 15th & 17th, 
Kuromori Kabuki, Kuromori, 
Yamagata Prefecture

For 250 years, local performers have been performing kabuki on an 
outdoor stage. The families of actors make up much of the audience 
which gives the event a festive atmosphere.

February 16th, Akiyoshidai 
Yamayaki, Akiyoshidai, 
Yamaguchi Prefecture

Dry grass on the slopes of the mountain is burned to signal the 
beginning of spring.

February 17th-20th, 
Hachinohe Enburi, 
Hachinohe, Aomori

Local folk dance festival that dates back when people with no 
experience of farming were taught how to work in the fields through 
dancing with a tool called an eburi (later enburi).

February 18th, Tanigumi 
Odori,Tanigumi-mura, Gifu 
Prefecture

A celebration dance first performed during the Kamakura Period 
(1192-1333) by victorious samurai of the Minamoto clan. Dancers 
wearing long, brightly-coloured plumes on their backs and beat large 
drums while parading in the streets.

February 25th, Baikasai, 
Kitano Tenmangu Shrine, 
Kyoto

A tea party hosted by Kyoto maiko and geiko is held amongst the 
blossoming plum trees at KitanoTenmangu Shrine.
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Rosie 
A Word to the Wise
Dear Rosie,
I’ve been thinking really hard recently about if I 
should re-contract or not. I’m halfway through 
my first year, and a lot of my friends here are re-
contracting. But I’m not sure. I just feel really iso-
lated. Where I am, there aren’t a lot of JETs. I try 
with my teachers, but the language thing is a big 
issue. I really like Japan, and the place I’m living 
is really beautiful, but I’m just not very happy 
right now. Is this just culture shock? Should I 
stick it out, and give another year a go?

Yours,
6 Down, 6 to Go

Dear “6 down, 6 to go,”
You’re about halfway done with your first year.  
Congratulations!  Time flies, doesn’t it?  Re-con-
tracting papers have probably just gone to your 
contracting organization, and you’ve either decided 
to stay or to continue on elsewhere.  Regardless, 
you have roughly another six months of your cur-
rent situation ahead of you, and you may be feel-

ing some homesickness at this juncture.  How can 
you make it through the next few months without 
jumping ship, you ask?

Not everyone goes through culture shock or home-
sickness, but those who do will probably have lots 
of ups and downs throughout their time away from 
home.  When you’re hitting a low, here are a few 
ideas to try in order to help keep your spirits up:

1    Though you feel like all you want to do is stay at 
home and sleep away your worries, try to get out 
with friends and see new places.  Talk with peo-
ple who can relate about how you're feeling.

2    Listen to some of your very favorite tunes, espe-
cially the upbeat “I can conquer anything!” ones.

3    Have a movie marathon or game night with 
snacks and good laughs with your friends.  Even 
better, make it a comedy-only marathon.

4    Make sure you’re eating well, sleeping enough, 
and getting exercise.  Exercise releases endor-
phins that make you happy.  It will boost your 
mood naturally, and also have you feeling great 
with more energy.

5    For some, it helps to look through photo albums 
of people and places from home.  Connecting 
with people via Skype, e-mail, online social net-
works, or writing letters can be a great way to 
get back in touch with family and friends you 
haven’t spoken to in a while.

6    Do something you really enjoy!  Loved painting at 
home and haven’t picked up a brush since com-
ing to Japan?  Join a local club and meet new 
people while being active in the community and 
picking up a new or old hobby.

7    Find an outlet.  If none of these other suggestions 
work, how do you best express yourself, let off 
some steam, and put yourself at ease?  Reading?  
Talking? Writing? Creating?  Jogging? Outlets can 
come in many different shapes and sizes.

8    Take some time, relax, do things for you. Take a long 
hot bath, get a massage, & come back strong!

Remember to call the AJET Peer Support 
Group if you need someone to talk to.  They’re 
available for calls every day from 8 PM to 7 AM.  
050 – 5534 – 5566 or ajetpsg@gmail.com. 

There’s also the JET line open from Monday to 
Friday from 09:00 to 17:45, (03) 5213-1729.

THE JET SUPPORT SYSTEM
www.jetprogramme.org/images/introduction/img_
supportsystem.gif

Best wishes,
Rosie

PS. Keep sending in your great questions and com-
ments to communications@ajet.net!  I look forward 
to hearing from you again next month! 

Much of the culture shock literature available 
shows a graph, which looks similar to a 

“W.”  The duration and intensity of the ups 
and downs involved in culture shock and 
homesickness vary for each individual.

These changes can happen in a trip that lasts 
a week, or a relocation that stretches across 
a number of years.
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hindrance. As ALTs, many of us will have had days 
where, upon coming home, we curl up, go to bed 
and nap to forget the time the 3rd year terror asked 
us if we played sex or a lesson unravelled before 
our very eyes. “What am I doing here?” we ask, 

“how on Earth does one ‘play sex’?”

On a similar note, there are days when we bound 
through our front doors (taking care, of course, to 
remove our shoes), whip up some tasty soba and 
nibble on Matcha flavoured Pocky in the interim 
until, dreaming only of cherry blossoms and Anpan-
man, we drift into a blissful slumber. Japan is won-
derful, and if I could marry Mt. Fuji and elope with 
it to Okinawa on the Shinkansen, then I swear on 
Ichiiro’s life I’d do it tonight.

These are, of course, exaggerated extremes. But it 
is these extremes that the Staging system seems 
to try to pigeonhole us into. Sometimes, we sim-
ply come home and feel as if another day at the 
Board of Education has been completed. The trou-
ble is that these days are not separated by months, 
or even weeks. Monday, Tuesday; Happy Days. 
Wednesday, Thursday; Scouring the internet for 
cheap flights home.

JET’s staging system seems to limit participants 
to being in only 1 category at a time, progress-
ing slowly up the scale (a step by step process), 
when in reality many of us find ourselves some-
where between all four simultaneously. Cultural 

adjustment is a fluid process, not something to be 
pigeonholed. A more fluid approach would be infi-
nitely more applicable.

Of course we can discard this advice, as we can 
with any advice that seems irrelevant to us. But 
to hear it at orientation, when the majority of JETs 
are so susceptible, can leave an impression. As a 
result of this, it is perhaps something that the JET 
Programme may wish to take into account when 
lecturing next year’s intake of JETs. Rather than 
simply stating what we’ll be feeling (we know that, 
after all, we’re feeling it) perhaps some of the rea-
sons could be paired with suggestions as well. Ulti-
mately we all know as individuals what makes us 
happy, but when you’re at your lowest ebb, some-
times all you really want is a nudge in the right 
direction. 

It would be a fool who expects to move abroad 
without some culture shock. Furthermore, in com-
parison with anecdotal evidence from other, similar, 
schemes across Asia, the JET Programme does at 
least warn us, but a rigid stage hierarchy is both 
inaccurate and disconcerting. Particularly when the 
likelihood remains that we’ll find ourselves perpet-
ually between all 4 stages. Preparation for cultural 
shock is vital, but a staging system is not the way 
to go about it.  

Comments? Opinions? Send them to communica-
tions@ajet.net!

Culture Shock
Harry Stoneley

Stage 0
When Pigeonholing Becomes Counterproduc-
tive Culture shock, perhaps not particularly shock-
ingly, is something more than likely to affect any-
one moving abroad. It really should not come as 
too much of a shock. Perhaps cultural overload is a 
better description. In some cases, cultural fatigue 
also seems appropriate. 

The JET Programme prepares us for this in a 
number of ways, including the staging system, and 
it is said system that this article seeks to question. 
Here in Tokushima, this categorization process has 
entered the daily lexicon of many first year JETs. 

“Nani-nani is Stage two-ing, we should probably 
give them a hand” or “Eugh, she’s still so Stage 1. 
It’s nearly Christmas for Heaven’s sake”.

For those who don’t remember, the JET Pro-
gramme defines the stages thusly: 

Stage 1
Initial Euphoria. I’m sure we all did this. Reference 
the times you said “OH MY GOD! They have X,Y,Z 
here” or screamed “Kawaii” at something.

Stage 2
Irritation and Hostility (Culture Shock). “JET partici-
pants often feel homesick and have negative atti-
tudes towards the host culture”. Again, something 
many can empathise with.

Stage 3
Gradual Adjustment. “Participants start to adjust 
and the culture seems more familiar”

Stage 4
Adaptation and Biculturalism. “Participants are 
completely adjusted to the host culture and may 
even experience reverse culture shock upon return-
ing…home”

Of these, Stage 3 is the one which really wrangles. 
Using gradual adjustment as a stage seems to sug-
gest that it’s something JETs only experience after 
going through Stages 1 and 2. 

Surely however, Stage 1 and 2 are Stage 3? In what 
way can a JET adjust without seeing both sides of 
their new host culture? In order to adjust we must 
first experience all we can, and then get over any 
hostility we have towards parts of a culture which 
we feel are alien. 

It seems almost tautological, or in the very least 
conflicting, to offer “Gradual Adjustment” as a sub-
heading under the umbrella of “Cultural Shock”. 
Living through cultural shock is by its very defini-
tion gradual adjustment. 

The other key problem with this system is its rigid-
ity. By segregating cultural adaptation into four 
stages, the JET Programme system seems to limit 
the way in which it expects us to individually expe-
rience cultural change. What is clearly intended as 
a helpful guide can at times seem like more of a 
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from elementary, junior and senior high school, 
which was considered exceptional at the time.  He 
started racing and working at different jobs imme-
diately after graduation.  When asked if he had any 
interesting or funny stories from his childhood, he 
told me bluntly that he did not.  “There was noth-
ing interesting or fun about the time.  We went 
to school, but there was hardly any studying done 
because there were not enough materials.  There 
weren’t as many things and toys like there are 
today.  We didn’t play games or own lots of objects 
or electronics.  It’s a lot different now than the cul-
ture and life from then.”

I wanted to ask him more about what it was like to 
live through the great depression and World War II, 
if it was scary or if he had any personal stories, but 
he said there was nothing of note and pushed me 
onto the next question.

After graduation Mr. Sugimura started bicycle rac-
ing, but didn’t become a professional until a few 
years later.  During this time he had a number of 
jobs, and emphasized that he thought it was impor-
tant to experience as many different things as pos-
sible.  He eventually moved to Yamanashi Prefec-
ture to take up a job offer, leaving Tokyo and settling 
here with his wife and two children.  When I asked 
him which job he liked the best out of the ones he 
mentioned, including pro racing, buying and sell-
ing used items, carpentry, and selling carp, he said 
that selling carp or koi was his favorite.  When I 
asked why, surprised that he didn’t say racing, he 
answered, “It was fun, and also a risk.  In good 
times one could earn a lot of money.  In bad times, 
it was more of a gamble.  I could earn up to several 
man for one fish.  I liked picking out the fish, and 
then raising them, selling the best ones to custom-
ers.  They were genuinely grateful for our business 
transaction.  I take care of the fish in the school 
pond now as well.”

Eventually he had to quit selling carp, stating that it 
was a useless business in a recession.  So he quit 
and switched to his current job with the title “jani-
tor” of about six years.

“Why do you still work?” I inquired, hoping that I 
would be able to ask this question tastefully with-
out pointing out his age, while simultaneously allud-
ing to the fact that most people would have retired 
by this point.

“I like to stay active.  I ride my bike to work every-
day in order to keep fit, and the work around here 
keeps me in shape too.  Once people stop being 
active, they stop being healthy.  I don’t like being 
bored at home all day either.”

Mr. Sugimura is turning 80 this year, and still looks 
like he could be in his 60s, while he maintains the 
energy some people no longer even possess in 
their 40s.

“What was the most boring work you ever did?”  
He didn’t even hesitate and said, “nai.  I haven’t 
disliked any of the work that I’ve done.”

The day after our interview, I was excited to have 
learned so many interesting facts about Mr. Sug-
imura.  To me it seemed as though he had lived 
an interesting life.  I mentioned his bike career to 
a colleague with whom I work closely, and was 
offended by her answer.  “No, I didn’t know that 
Mr. Sugimura broke a record.  I didn’t even know he 
was a bike pro.  I guess I never really had any inter-
est in him so I had no inclination to ask.”  I’ve real-
ized that many of the teachers in the office don’t 
even have enough time to know his name.  He’s 
the shadow that’s always there before everyone 
else, and helps out with nearly everything.  When 

Just Another Face
Lana Rosato Kitcher

“You what?!” I asked in astonishment.
Mr. Takeshi Sugimura sat across from me at the 
low tea table.  We both had Japanese green tea in 
front of us, getting cold as our interview reached 
the twenty-minute mark.  I had my recorder on one 
end of the table, with my electronic dictionary sit-
ting in front of me.  I shuffled around trying to get 
the feeling to come back to my legs without being 
too conspicuous.  We sat in seiza on the tatami, 
and tried to communicate with one another in Mr. 
Sugimura’s native tongue, me using the pink den-
shi-jisho I bought in university, looking up every 
other word.

When I first started working at the largest junior 
high school in Yamanashi Prefecture through the 
JET Program, Mr. Sugimura was one of the people 
who helped me settle into the job.  He and I often 
ended up serving tea to the 50+ staff in the morn-
ings, and made small talk to learn about differences 
in culture and language from one another.

I often saw Mr. Sugimura cleaning up in the hall-
ways, separating trash, working in the school “gar-

den,” and fixing things all around the school.  He 
could also often be found outside, grease up to his 
elbows, working on students’ bicycles. My curi-
osity about Mr. Sugimura grew over time when it 
seemed that he could do almost anything.

One day Mr. Sugimura saw me furiously pump-
ing air into the tires of my commuter bicycle.   He 
shooed me back into the building and fixed the 
puncture effortlessly.   I asked him how he knew 
so much about bikes in addition to everything else, 
and he told me that he was a bike-pro once upon a 
time.  I was at a loss for words that this janitor had 
once done something so interesting and uncon-
ventional.  But it still didn’t explain all of the other 
inexplicable talents he possessed.  Jumping at the 
opportunity to find out more about Japan’s people 
and culture, I expressed my interest in doing an 
interview with him and miraculously he agreed. 

“You what?” I asked again at the tea table, making 
sure I had understood the Japanese correctly.

“I don’t think it means anything now, but I broke a 
national record in this race, getting first place.”  He 
slid a photo across the table and pointed to a black 
and white picture of a young man crossing the fin-
ish line on a racing bike.  “This is my classmate 
coming in second behind me.”

He then passed over another photo, him receiving 
the first place prize.  “I was pretty young when I 
broke the record.  I won some money and a futon.  
We got money if we won races, so it was a big 
motivator of course.”

“Do you have a fan base?  Isn’t this a big deal?” I 
asked, shocked that he was being so modest.

“Well, there is a small group of people that know 
who I am, but by now it's a thing of the past.”

“So how did a record-breaking bike-pro get into this 
profession?” I continued, curious about the pro-
gression of his life, hoping not to offend him by 
assuming that bike racing was more exciting than 
janitorial work.

He told me all about his education, growing up dur-
ing a depression and a war, and trying out all differ-
ent types of occupations.  He was born in Showa 
7, also known as 1932, and grew up in Shinjuku.  
He is the oldest of four with three younger sis-
ters, whom were all raised by their grandmother 
while their parents worked in China.  He graduated 
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I asked two fellow teachers what kind of questions 
they would ask him if they had the chance… they 
stared at me blankly and said, “I suppose if I have 
no interest, I can’t think of any questions.”

I thought about these comments in silence, and 
wondered why they wouldn’t have ever wanted to 
speak with someone so skilled and versed at life.  
Countless amazing experiences and stories lay just 
beneath the surface of this incredible man!  How 
was anyone to know how much he had done and 
what he has accomplished without asking him?  
What I initially assumed was simply an older gen-
tleman trying to make a living past retirement, was 
actually just someone who wasn’t interested in 
being retired, and still believed that there was a lot 
to be learned and experienced in life.

I’m hoping that what I’ve learned here, I’ll be able 
to apply to my life and carry with me for years to 
come.  I hope that I’ve increased my cultural under-
standing and awareness, and will somehow be able 
to give back this kind of experience to the people 
here in Japan at a community level.  How many 
of the people that I work with do I actually know?  
How many great friendships or impressive narra-

tives have I let pass me by simply by “not being 
interested” or not taking the short amount of time 
required to ask questions?  After the interview, I 
learned that I still have a lot to learn about the peo-
ple, places, and culture around me.  I hope that I’ll 
be able to encourage others to take a moment and 
address the shadows in the office, find the hidden 
story that deserves to be told.  What will I discover 
next?

As we were wrapping up our interview, I turned 
off the recorder and thanked Mr. Sugimura for tak-
ing the time out of his schedule to discuss with 
me his life and accomplishments.  “No, no,” he 
said.  “Thank you!  I haven’t done any interviews 
since I was a racer, but I was delighted to really get 
a chance to speak with you, and was honored that 
you were interested in me and wanted to ask ques-
tions about my life.  So really and truly, thank you.”

Lana is on her second year of the JET Program.  She 
keeps an online blog, which covers a diverse range of 
topics at http://LanaKitcher.blogspot.com, and welcomes 
readers to drop by and leave a comment!  Lana will be 
ending her term on the JET Program this summer, and will 
be moving back to New York this July to pursue writing & 

Life After the B.O.E. is now a book!
With new art work, new comics, and some really old comics, too, 
Life After the B.O.E. the Book has everything you enjoyed about the 
webcomic plus more!

Life After the B.O.E. the Book is the perfect Holidays gift for the JET 
or JET alumnus in your life.

Available now at Amazon.com and CreateSpace!

ISBN-13: 978-1466340725
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What are your hopes and 
predictions for the event?
Most importantly, my hope is that when the smoke 
clears and the competition is over that everyone 
who participates as a runner gets out of there 
unscathed. It is a rather dangerous event and there 
is a good probability that some people will get 
injured. In all the years that I've been involved with 
the event, we've had no problems and I hope that 
will continue this year as well, so I would like to 
say to all that will run to be careful. It would also 
be great if one of our runners can snag a shingi. 
We've managed to escape with one for the first 
time two years ago! I predict that all who come will 
never forget it!

Is this an annual event?
Yes, it is, and every year Okayama AJET organizes 
this event that that JETs nationwide can participate. 
We have won the AJET award several times in the 
past for Best Multi-Prefectural Event for this, and I 
think that a vast majority who have participated in 
the event in the past would agree that it is a night 
to remember.

Any special thanks?
I would like to thank everyone who has traveled 
all the way to Okayama to participate in the event 
either as a spectator or a runner. We've had JETs 
come from as far north as Hokkaido and as far 
south as Kagoshima just for this. I would also like 
the thank the official organizers of the event at 
Saidaiji Temple for their assistance. Last, but not 
least, I am grateful for the help of the Okayama 
AJET committee. There are many things to do in 
preparation for this and everyone has been a big 
help!

Saidaiji Eyo Hadaka 
Matsuri
(Naked Festival at Saidaiji Temple)

As one of the stranger festivals in Japan, the Saida-
iji Eyo Hadaka Matsuri pits about 10,000 men wear-
ing only loincloths called fundoushi competing with 
each other over a pair of lucky sacred sticks called 
shingi. These shigi are dropped by priests standing 
on the upper levels of Saidaiji Temple, and who-
ever can grab a hold of them and make it out of the 
mosh pit from hell becomes a "lucky man", who 
will be blessed with a year of happiness. In short, 
(almost) naked men fight over lucky sticks. The fes-
tival itself has been around for about 500 years.

When and where is it?:
This year it will fall on Saturday, February 18th and 
take place at Saidaiji Temple in Saidaiji, Okayama.

Who (organizers, participants, 
community, et cetera):
The event itself is run by Saidaiji Temple. People 
from all over participate. Some local companies 
form groups that get naked and participate together 

using team strategies in order to get a shingi. Ear-
lier in the day, there is a version of the event for 
young boys. All of Saidaiji gets into a festive mood. 
There are food stalls everywhere. Walking past the 
fire station, you'll see fire fighters sprinkle freez-
ing cold water on the runners as they head for the 
temple with their shouts of “Washoi! Washoi!” 
Everyone seems to enjoy themselves regardless 
of the cold weather.  As far as Okayama AJET is 
concerned, we organize a means of getting partici-
pants nationwide to and from Saidaiji, registering 
the runners, and giving spectators the opportunity 
to view the madness from a safe distance.

Why are you having it?
As it is what I think is our prefecture's strangest 
and most exciting event, I think it's a good oppor-
tunity for JETs to experience a rather unique part of 
Japanese culture that they might not be able to in 
other prefectures. There are other naked man fes-
tivals throughout Japan, but I don't believe there 
are any this big. Holding this event is an Okayama 
AJET tradition and it is an exciting time for all of us 
every year!
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In With The New
Melody Wong and Matthew Thompson

Happy New Year!

A new year calls for new resolutions, new 
events, and, for the AJET Connect volunteer-
ing section, new editors. To start 2012, we are 
pleased to feature volunteer stories and oppor-
tunities from all over Japan and the rest of the 
world. Melody  will be reporting on volunteer 
stories from fellow JETs and affiliates through-
out Japan, while Matthew will be covering sto-
ries of current and former JETs volunteering 
around the globe. 

A little bit about us: Melody is an ALT teach-
ing in the small town of Kibichuo, Okayama, 
and hails from Los Angeles, California. She 
has been volunteering for the past 11 years on 
projects ranging from feeding the homeless 
to tutoring students in low-income schools 
to running marathons for charities.  Although 
she worked in the financial field for 5 years, 
Melody was inspired by her volunteer work as 
a tutor and mentor.  After a visit to Japan in 
2010, she fell in love and decided to focus on 
teaching English full-time to students abroad 
through the JET Programme. 

Originally from the UK, Matt worked as an 
ALT in Tochigi prefecture teaching in the tiny 
rural town of Sano. While in Japan, he started 
a metal band and organized gigs with other 
bands to raise money for projects like Habitat 
for Humanity. After finishing JET, he worked 
as a volunteer English teacher for Peace Boat, 
a Japanese Non-Profit Organization (NGO). He 
was lucky enough to be able to take part in a 
round-the-world cruise on the Peace Boat, vis-
iting many countries and learning about many 
global issues. He’s now back in the UK study-
ing for a postgraduate degree in computing at 
York University.

This month, we’re looking at ALTs that have 
taught English in Japan and then moved on 
to create their own NGOs. One is an organi-
zation that was set up to deal with the tsu-
nami crisis in Japan and another that was set 
up to help people volunteer in many countries 
abroad, especially those in Africa. This comes 
at an appropriate time, as the decision to re-
contract or not is weighing heavily in many 
of our minds. What comes after JET? If you 
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AJET Peer Support Group

Regardless of what’s 
troubling you - whether 
you’ve had a bad day 
at work, need to see a 
doctor at 3AM or just 
want to speak English 
with someone - the 
volunteers at AJET PSG 
are available to listen.
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choose not to stay, we hope that these articles will 
inspire you to step out and do something different, 
not just to volunteer, but to encourage others to 
volunteer and get involved.

We are both looking forward to a great year of 
motivating stories. If you would like to contact us, 
you can reach Melody at melodywong1@gmail.
com,and Matthew at sanoramen@gmail.com.
Happy Volunteering! Melody and Matthew

050-5534-5566, is an English listening & referral service which operates on the 
principles of confidentiality and anonymity. We are open to all JET Programme 
participants every night of the year, from 8PM to 7AM. Our volunteers are all current 
JET Programme participants, trained for AJET PSG.
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ber being a bit nervous while I waited at the airport, 
doubting if I was cut out for this backpacking way 
of life.

The wonderful thing about it was that once I got 
over there, I met a few people who had left every-
thing back home and were on their way to see the 
world just like I was. I knew I was no longer alone 
and I never looked back. If you’re a traveler like me, 
you would probably agree that you get amazing 
opportunities to meet people from all walks of life 
in each country you go to.

While travelling in Myanmar, I met a French trave-
ler who was in his late 40s and it was hard not to 
notice that his backpack was covered in the flags 
of where he had been. So without any hesitation, I 
approached him on the street. He told me he had 
been to over seventy countries. I was absolutely 
blown away by how devoted to travelling he was; 
just when you think you’ve ventured as far away 
from home as one could imagine, you always meet 
people out there who have gone just a little bit 
further. He told me that to be considered an "offi-
cial globetrotter" you must have travelled to more 
countries than your age. I have just begun my third 
extended trip and I’m getting close to being able to 
call myself a globetrotter, as I am currently in the 
United Arab Emirates, which is the 24th country 
I’ve travelled to.

Last year during my travels in India, I decided to 
switch it up a bit and found an amazing opportunity 
to volunteer in New Delhi, where I could live at an 
orphanage and work at a school that was created 
specifically for street kids and children from the 
slum areas. I must admit, the experience changed 
my life, and what was only supposed to be a 
4-week project quickly turned into more. I would 
have extended even longer had time allowed me to 
continue being part of the volunteer project.

After that first month, I approached the director, Dr. 
Bhandu, and asked him if it was okay to extend my 
time by another 2 weeks and he generously wel-
comed the idea. He was a bit taken back by my 
devotion to his projects, and I remember him pull-
ing me aside and telling me that he could see a 
burning desire in me that was much greater than 
most of the other volunteers he had met. He told 
me there was something different about me and 
that I had the qualities of an individual who could 
take charge, one who had the ability to inspire oth-
ers. He suggested that I should use my leadership 
to help other people in our world.

Those six weeks of volunteering in India were noth-
ing shy of incredible and made for one of the most 
memorable and rewarding experiences I have ever 
had in my life. Dr. Bhandu challenged me to start 
my own company and build it so that I could some-
day send more volunteers to him or similar projects 
across India, or other countries in need. India 
opened my eyes in so many ways I never would 
have anticipated or even imagined. After my work 
was complete, saying goodbye to those children 
was the hardest thing I have ever had to do during 
any of my travels. After such a moving experience, 
helping out became more of an obligation to me 
than an option.

As a result of my experiences and with some help 
from friends and family, I’ve created my own com-
pany called Project Volunteer Abroad, which is 
designed to open the door to volunteering for oth-
ers and to provide similar opportunities like the 
one I had in India. It is set up for people that really 
want to get involved and gain valuable experiences 
in their lives that will change them for the bet-
ter. Helping people to better their lives, whether 
at home or abroad, is an incredible feeling. In my 
travels, I have met so many people who live in an 
environment not of their own choosing, who really 
need help, as they have nothing and struggle each 
day to survive. Together, we can all make a differ-
ence!

If you think you might be interested in volunteer-
ing in the future and are up for the challenge, or 
know other people that may be, I encourage you 
to explore our website and to become a member 
of the Project Volunteer Abroad group on Face-
book. Share the link and invite others to be part 
of this global movement. The countries where you 
can currently volunteer are Nepal, India, Sri Lanka, 
Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, and Indonesia.

As a volunteer, you will take more away then you 
can ever really give back and it will open you to a 
whole new world of self exploration and inner ful-
fillment. Dig deeper and instead of just traveling 
abroad, begin to understand the real lives of the 
people in these beautiful countries.

Kevin Francis worked as an ALT in Ashikaga City, 
Tochigi prefecture in 2008-2009. Originally from Cal-
gary, Canada, he has volunteered for many organi-
zations around the world from a young age. He is 
currently the founder and president of Project Vol-
unteer Abroad: www.projectvolunteerabroad.org

AN OUT OF THIS WORLD 
EXPERIENCE
Kevin Francis

I am a 28-year-old Canadian traveler who was born 
and raised in Calgary, Alberta. Calgary`s popula-
tion is approximately one million people and it is 
less than a 45-minute drive away from the Rocky 
Mountains, which makes it an ideal location for 
those who enjoy the outdoors. Whether it’s hik-
ing or camping in the summer or world-class ski-
ing and snowboarding in the winter, this majestic 
mountain area is a haven for all those who like to 
enjoy the outdoors all year round. But it`s not just 
nature that makes Calgary so wonderful; I was for-
tunate enough to come into this world to the out-
stretched hands of two very caring and loving par-
ents, as well as a sister who was there to help me 
in whatever way she could.

As far back as I can remember, my parents have 
always put their own lives on hold to help those 
who are less fortunate. At a young age, my parents 
volunteered to look after a mentally challenged girl 
named Yannick every other weekend just to give 
her parents a bit of a break, since her care was 

a 24-hour job for them. As well as this kindness, 
my mom and dad taught me to always treat others 
with respect, no matter how different they may act 
or look. As I grew up, volunteering became a big 
part of my life and I have volunteered for the police 
for two and a half years, for Global Fest (an annual 
cultural festival) twice, for a boys` ice hockey team 
as an assistant coach, and also for the victim serv-
ices unit for 2 years while I was studying for my 
Kinesiology bachelor`s degree.

I can remember looking at a world map when I was 
a small boy and wondering what it would be like 
to travel to faraway countries and what life must 
be like for people in other areas of our world. It 
seemed that the older I got, the more fascinating 
the world map became to me. I was determined 
to someday find out what it would be like to travel 
all over the globe. After graduating from university, 
I worked for a while and managed to save some 
money, preparing myself to let go of every com-
fort I knew of so I could finally travel. Once I had 
enough money saved up to last me for at least 6 
months, I bought my first one-way ticket to New 
Zealand. In doing so, I had no real idea how, if, or 
when I would return home. It was pretty much the 
first time I had left the country alone so I remem-
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At the daycare center, I met Makoto Suzuki. He is an 
employee of Sendai City Hall, but volunteers at the 
daycare on weekends. He lost his wife in the tragedy. 
He told us his story over lunch, which he insisted on 
treating us to. His work now is primarily trying to relo-
cate people and re-appropriate damaged areas, but 
he is constantly met with trials and opposition. 

The next day, we drove two hours north to Ishino-
maki. Although the tsunami's damage was wide-
spread, Ishinomaki experienced the most damage 
and loss of life. We set out to a temporary housing 
facility called Higashi Matsushima Hibiki Kasetsu 
Juutaku to make ourselves of use in any way pos-
sible. After briefly surveying the grounds, we were 
asked to help move kotatsu, blankets, and heaters 
from the storage room so residents could easily 
pick them up. 

The houses at the facility were not big, nor did they 
allow for much privacy, as the walls were paper 
thin. November is not the coldest month but we 
were already distributing the kotatsu because the 
temporary homes did nothing to keep out the cold. 
Afterwards, we cleaned the community center 
facilities, since the people who worked there were 
busy with other things. Another group was present 
offering free facials to the female tenants. I think 
little things like that help take people's minds off 
their troubles and let them feel good, even if just 
for a while. 

The people of Ishinomaki lost everything. Many had 
been advised to go live with family in other parts of 
the country if they can, but understandably, many 
don't want to leave their town or be a burden to 
their other family members. Most of these people 
used to work along the coast and their jobs are now 
too far away for commuting. They receive meager 
relief stipends from the governments (￥40,000 or 
about $515 for three months) that are not reason-
able to support a family. A lot of money that has 
been donated to disaster relief is still awaiting distri-
bution; the affected parts of Tohoku are widespread, 
so each town and community must be taken into 
account. This is a major problem for people like 
Makoto, who have to manage on very little. 

After our morning at the housing facility, we visited 
a daycare in the afternoon. Chibikko Land had few 
kids since it was a Sunday, but that allowed us to 
get closer to all of them while we had snacks and 
played UNO. These kids were shining examples of 
resilience. They laughed and smiled with us when 
only a few months before, each of them had suf-

fered terrible losses. Two were students at Kadow-
aki Elementary School where a fire had broken out 
during the earthquake and was later flooded by the 
tsunami. Seven of their classmates perished while 
they were forced to spend the night in the school 
due to the flood waters. Throughout the night 
they heard pleas for help from victims outside that 
gradually went quiet., No child should have to go 
through something like that but at least their time 
with us was spent laughing and just being kids.

Afterwards, we were going to head straight to the 
airport, but they told us that their former elemen-
tary school was close by so we went to take a look. 
It was surreal to see the place where those kids 
felt such terror. It was close to twilight when we 
arrived to see a couple with their arms around each 
other walking the school grounds. I couldn't help 
but think that maybe they were the parents of one 
of the lost children, or had maybe known them.

As the sun set, we made our way back to Sendai 
Airport to go home to our reality, where neighbor-
hoods are intact and people are not weighed down 
by the memories of the tsunami. For me, the whole 
point of our weekend in Tohoku was to show the 
people there that they are not alone. Even in the 
same country, it's easy to forget about these people 
who have suffered so much while we go about our 
daily lives, as they struggle to do the same. My time 
in Tohoku is one that I will carry with me and value 
greatly, but I hope sharing my experience sheds light 
on the current state of things and spreads aware-
ness of the ongoing need for recovery. 

頑張れ東北！頑張るぞニッポン!
Do your best Tohoku! Do your best Japan!!

Jen is a high school ALT in Tamba-shi, Hyogo-ken. 
When she’s not changing her hair or nail color, she 
enjoys traveling and having fun, new experiences. 

My Trip to Tohoku
Jen Garcia

When I first heard about the event on March 11th 
2011, I was in shock. This wasn't happening in my 
own country, but in one that I loved just as much. 
The sheer devastation and loss of human life came 
at me from all kinds of media, including my friends 
in Japan who were directly affected.

I wanted to do something even though I was far 
away, so with help, I was able to organize a bake 
sale fundraiser that was a big success on a small 
scale. When it was confirmed that I was coming 
back to Japan on the JET Programme, I knew I 
wanted to travel to Tohoku and help there in per-
son.

Unfortunately, many of the volunteer trips took 
place in the summer before I arrived, or were too 
long for my schedule. I could always go by myself 
but I didn't want to just see Tohoku; I wanted to 
help in some way. 

Just as I was about to give up, a post in the Hyogo 
AJET Facebook group gave me the perfect opportu-
nity. An individual by the name of Naomi Murakami 
was working on her own to help the people of 
Tohoku. All the way from Hyogo Prefecture, she 
was contacting various groups with offers to be of 
service. 

Together, we planned a volunteer weekend to 
Sendai, Matsushima, and Ishinomaki in Miyagi Pre-
fecture. We were only going there for one week-
end, but afterwards, we knew we had contributed, 
albeit in a small way, to the recovery efforts. 

We headed out early on a Saturday morning from 
Itami Airport in Osaka and, two hours later, were 
in Sendai Airport. From the air, we could see how 
the coast was completely flattened, but once we 
got closer, we could see that it was a bed of trees 
that had been completely bent by the force of the 
tsunami. 

We rented a car and went just outside the air-
port where the sense of devastation was immedi-
ate. The sheer desolation made me feel as if I was 
on a construction site, but instead of partially built 
homes, they were partially destroyed. Also, as most 
Japanese schools look similar, as a teacher seeing 
schools in the destruction was especially difficult. 

From there we headed out to the Sendai Shich-
igou Shimin Center, a daycare for kids. Many of 
the children were from nearby Shichigou Elemen-
tary School where we heard stories that many of 
them watched their friends be carried away by the 
tsunami. I say “heard” because the kids don't like 
to talk about it, and we heard such tales from the 
adults. However, reminding them of that day was 
not what we were there for, so we proceeded to 
have a full day of playing games, eating snacks, 
singing songs, and giving them little presents. 
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Tokyo awaits those who are adventurous enough 
to seek it!"

Like all of the other participants, we had to docu-
ment our visit to each of the 29 stops with a pho-
tograph of the team alongside the station name. 
The baffled looks on the faces of commuters as 
they tried to comprehend what eight soaked gaijin 
in ridiculous outfits were doing performing gym-
nastic moves and recreating dramatic poses in sta-
tion foyers were a sight to behold.

With our fancy dress outfits collecting ever more 
water as we worked our way along the route in 
worsening weather conditions, we found ourselves 
having to take regular pit-stops to refuel and warm 
up. As well as contending with the torrential rain, 
numerous umbrellas were sacrificed to the gale 
force winds which arrived in the late afternoon. 
As the day wore on and darkness fell, we found 
ourselves having to constantly revise downwards 
our estimated time of arrival back in Yoyogi Park. 
Nonetheless, we struggled on, buoyed by some 
impromptu street karaoke and our growing deter-
mination to finish what we had started.  

Eventually our team, battered, bruised and brolly-
less, crossed the finish line at just gone 11pm, a 
mere 16 hours after we'd set off. We were one of 
68 teams who completed the course, which was 

an impressive number considering how unkind the 
elements had been. And, as the apron-clad utensil-
carrying Team Muffintop, it seemed only appropri-
ate that we ended up with the proverbial wooden 
spoon in 68th and last place. Even for all of my 
competitive urges though, this was definitely one 
event where it was the taking part rather than the 
winning which mattered.

"In the space of a year, we have managed to raise 
more money than we ever imagined and the event 
is still growing in popularity here in Tokyo and 
beyond", explains Joe, reflecting on the impressive 
sum of 2 million yen which has been accumulated 
to date through entry fees and sponsorship. "But 
there is still more to be done and the challenge 
is now to ensure that the Yamathon doesn't just 
slowly fade away. We would certainly welcome 
the help of any other JETs out there who are keen 
to play an important part in ensuring the continued 
success of our unique charity challenge".  

I too would certainly encourage people to get 
involved in this enjoyable and worthy event next 
year. Just remember to bring your waterproofs...

The next Yamathon Challenge will take place later 
in 2012 - more info can be found at www.yamath-
onchallenge.com.

Yamathon Challenge 
Chris Barstow

November's Yamathon Challenge saw 86 teams on 
a mission to complete a charity walk through cen-
tral Tokyo. The brief was to visit each of the 29 sta-
tions on the Yamanote line, the suburban train route 
which circles the city centre and bisects some of 
Tokyo's most famous districts. With a route meas-
uring approximately 50km, this was not a challenge 
for the faint-hearted.

The event was founded by Paul Kissen and Joe 
Pournovin, Events Co-ordinator for IVG, a volun-
teer group comprised of English speakers in Japan 
who support the efforts of Oxfam. Self-confessed 
lovers of pain-inducing new experiences, the pair 
were inspired to establish the Yamathon Challenge 
following their participation in the Sea To Sum-
mit event, which saw them hike for 22 hours from 
Tagonoura Beach to the summit of Mount Fuji.  

"Completing the Sea to Summit challenge gave 
us the motivation that we could achieve so much 
more as a volunteer group if we put our minds to 
it", Joe says. "However, we wanted to provide an 
event which most people could compete in".

The third edition of the Yamathon Challenge was 
held to raise money for Oxfam Japan's East Africa 
Famine Appeal and attracted 318 participants. In 
addition to the various charities and corporations 
fielding walkers, just under a quarter of the teams 

were comprised of JET participants from prefec-
tures as far afield as Aomori and Hyogo. I was 
a member of one of three teams of JETs from 
Yamagata Prefecture who made the trip down to 
Tokyo to support the event.

Armed with route maps and buckets of enthusi-
asm, the fundraisers set off at the crack of dawn 
on a drizzly Saturday morning from the tranquil 
surrounds of Yoyogi Park and continued onto the 
pedestrian-packed pavements of Tokyo. Whilst the 
majority of participants were happy to amble along 
and take in the city's sights at a leisurely pace, one 
team bravely decided to run, completing it in a 
mind-boggling 4 hours and 32 minutes - an incred-
ible achievement considering the difficult condi-
tions.

Our progress along the course was certainly more 
sedate. We had opted for fancy-dress over prac-
tical sportswear with a combination of furry one-
sies and baker’s outfits. With soggy iPhones act-
ing as our navigational tools, we set off clockwise 
from our starting station of Harajuku and took in 
the chaotic bustle of Shinjuku, the colourful mar-
kets of Ueno and the puzzling J-Pop parapherna-
lia of Akibahara as well absorbing the flavours of a 
number of less well known districts.  

"The route offers a mixture of tourist destinations 
and some of the city's quirkiest sites, like the Inter-
national Racing Pigeon Association and the world's 
only Parasite Museum", Joe explains. "The true 
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However, there was still clearly much more work 
to be done.

On my first day, my fellow INMJ volunteers and 
I worked with other local volunteer groups on a 
sake shop near the center of the town. That busi-
ness building looked similar to the rest of the nearby 
homes. It was a two-story building where the dirty 
tsumani water had flooded the bottom floor. A 
sweet Japanese couple owned this sake shop. Both 
in their early 70’s and still  not retired, the couple 
relied heavily on the shop for income. Our job was 
to help them get back on track. We cleared out all 
the damaged walls, ceilings, flooring, and insulation. 
Afterwards, we scrubbed down the place from top 
to bottom to remove any mud and harmful chemicals 
from the flood waters. This process prepares the 
business for skilled laborers to come in and install 
all necessary parts to the building.  Both skilled and 
unskilled labor is in high demand and there is cur-
rently not enough of either. This is why volunteers 
with or without experience are still so vital in the 
recovery of places like Ishinomaki.

The volunteers of INJM and I returned to that sake 
shop every day for almost a week. Each day we 
were greeted by warm smiles from the owners 
and each day they would buy us drinks and nib-
bles. They were so grateful for everything we were 
doing to help them. Just recently, I heard great 
news that right before New Year’s Day, the cou-
ple’s sake shop was all repaired and back in busi-
ness once again. I was so delighted to have played 
a part in doing this for these wonderful people who 
had endured so much. Without the help of the vol-
unteers, their business might still not be operable.

The local community has been very appreciative 
of all the work that Jamie and INJM have done, 
so much so that when Jamie and the volunteers, 
all of whom had started out camping in tents at a 
local university, needed a warmer place to stay at 
the end of summer, two local families offered their 
vacant homes to house INMJ volunteers for the 
next 12 to18 months. After some renovations to 
the houses, which were severely damaged by the 
tsunami, INJM now has two wonderful homes to 
house its volunteers. They have provided virtually 
all sorts of accommodations; all a person has to do 
is show up. Furthermore, INJM has its own auto-
mobiles, which were also kindly donated by the 
local people, to transport volunteers to the various 
projects. The main volunteer house has electricity, 
heating, and bedding as well as wireless internet. 
Additionally, INJM provides basic gear for volun-

teers to use to work such as gumboots, overalls, 
and working gloves. Personally, I feel these are 
some great benefits to volunteering with INJM. 

The work that the volunteers do with INJM can vary 
on any given day. Jamie coordinates the projects 
we work on, often in conjunction with other local 
volunteer groups. The projects range from gut-
ting houses and businesses, like the sake shop, to 
clearing debris in community areas and drains, dig-
ging gardens, cleaning up fishing nets,  and even 
making wooden stools and benches for tsunami 
victims living in temporary housing. All these jobs 
are important in different ways in helping to get 
the community back on its feet again.

It will be some time before Ishinomaki starts to 
resemble the city it was before March 11. The peo-
ple in these communities have lost so much and 
continue to endure challenges on a daily basis. 
Nonetheless, you can feel how determined the 
community is in not giving up. Their strength and 
courage are inspiring to me. It is important that we 
don’t forget about them. They still need our help 
now and will for some time.

As of late, I have made two visits to Ishinomaki for 
about 2 weeks each time. My next trip is planned 
for next month and I will continue to head up there 
for as long as my wife and I are in Japan. I have also 
taken on the role as accountant for INJM, keeping 
track of their budgets and money flow. 

Whether you have a spare day, weekend, or month, 
you can volunteer with INJM. You just turn up 
when suits you, you’ll have a great place to stay, 
and you get to work with an amazing group of peo-
ple towards a worthy cause. To those that are think-
ing about volunteering in any of the areas affected 
by the tsunami, all I can say is that this has been 
one of the most rewarding experiences of my life. 
If you just do it, you won’t regret it and in the proc-
ess you will help change the lives of people for the 
better.

For any more information about volunteering with  
INJM, please go to their website http://itsnotjust-
mud.com/

Andrew Hough (Kiwi) & his wife Lara Hough (Oz) 
moved from Adelaide, Australia to Mimisaka, 
Okayama in July 2011, where Lara is an ALT for the 
JET Programme.  If anyone wants to talk to Andrew 
about his volunteer experiences, drop him an email 
on houghienz@yahoo.com.au.

Beyond Mud
Andrew Hough

When my wife Lara and I arrived in July 2011, we 
were both excited about our time ahead in Japan. 
Lara was looking forward to her Assistant Lan-
guage Teacher (ALT) role in our new home town 
of Mimasaka in Okayama prefecture. I was looking 
forward to being a house husband, exploring our 
local area, and more importantly, seeing if I could 
help out in some of the areas affected by the tsu-
nami that hit back in March 2011.

The first challenge I had was finding an organization 
to volunteer with in the Tohoku region. After ask-
ing around, a local JET gave me the name of a Brit-
ish guy named Dean Newcombe of Intrepid Model 
Adventures. At the time, Dean didn’t have a group 
up in Ishinomaki, one of the cities hardest hit by 
the tsunami on March 11. Luckily, he referred me 
to another English fellow named Jamie El-Banna of 
a group called It’s Not Just Mud (INMJ). 

Jamie El-Banna, the Chairperson of INJM, originally 
went to Tohoku in May 2011 on a week-long volun-
teer trip to Higashi Matsushima in Miyagi Prefec-
ture. Afterwards, he returned to his work in Osaka 
as an English teacher, but he felt the need to get 
back to Tohoku and subsequently quit his job to 

volunteer full-time. With basic support from his 
friends and personal savings, he returned to Ishino-
maki with the intention of staying there long-term. 
Since then, Jamie has grown from a one man band 
to an informal group of volunteers to an organiza-
tion that is now applying for an official Non-Profit 
Organization (NGO) status.

Prior to my decision, I talked with Jamie to find 
out more about what he was doing in Ishino-
maki. Shortly after, I booked a bus and headed off 
to volunteer the following week. 17 hours and 3 
buses later, I made it to the seaside city of Ishi-
nomaki. This city was among the most seriously 
affected by the tsunami, with an estimated total of 
3,097 deaths and an additional 2,770 people unac-
counted for. Approximately 29,000 residents lost 
their homes from the disaster. 

When I arrived in Ishinomaki, I was picked up from 
the station by Jamie and one of his full-time vol-
unteers. We headed straight to where I would be 
working for the day. Driving through downtown, I 
got my first glimpse at the devastation. The pic-
tures I later saw of downtown Ishinomaki straight 
after the tsunami showed a city that has come 
a long way since that horrible day in March. The 
streets were no longer strewn with smashed up 
cars and boats, or covered in mountains of debris. 
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Jan/Feb Travel
By Amelia Hagen

Kotatsus, electric blankets, kairos.  These 
seem to be JETs’ best friends during the win-
ter months.  Whether you choose to spend 
your winter hibernating in your apartment or 
doing 76478234 runs at the local ski resort, 
this month’s AJET Connect travel section 
brings you more ideas for future escapes 
inside and outside of Japan even in the midst 
of chilly temperatures.  We might even have 
you contemplating spring break destinations 
by the end of this section.

When I think of Taiwan, the first things that 
come to mind are electronics and those three 
words, ‘Made in Taiwan’.  Admittedly, I also 
think of Taipei 101, formerly the world’s tall-
est building, and Taipei’s Modern Toilet Res-
taurant chain recommended by Lonely Planet.  
Alternatively, Taiwan is home to a plethora of 
breathtaking hiking areas that may make you 
forget that you’re actually on a small island off 
the coast of China. The fast pace of city life 
here along with the beautiful natural scenery 
is reminiscent of Japan’s mix of neon and tran-
quility.  One Hyogo JET breaks it all down for 
you right here.

Looking to get out of Asia for a bit?  This 
issue’s ‘Parisian Season’ will have you day-
dreaming about the City of Lights.  From the 
romantic streets of Montmartre to the Eif-
fel Tower, you’ll get an inside look at how to 
immerse yourself in everything a la France.  
Picturesque shops, world famous gothic archi-
tecture, and delicious cuisine only make up the 
tip of the iceberg.

If you want to get out of the house but not 
stray out of Japan, we’ve got ya covered with 
five winter trips for all, even if you are not a 
fan of the cold weather.  Monkeys, monsters, 
igloos – dive in and take your pick this winter.  
With so many travel options, I just may have 
to become of those unicorns and re-new my 
JET contract for a fifth year 
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4.  Kusatsu – The Grand-
Daddy of Onsen Towns?

Coming from Kyushu, I thought I knew about onsen.  
The popular onsen towns of Beppu and Yufuin are 
each less than two hours away from me.  There-
fore, when I arrived in Kusatsu, Gunma last fall, I 
was expecting more of the same.  But Kusatsu, 
arguably the most famous onsen resort town in 
Japan, with its Yubatake, or hot water field, and 18 
free public bathhouses scattered about, won me 
over.  Don’t miss the yumomi performance dur-
ing which local women demonstrate the traditional 
way to naturally cool down the water flowing from 
Mount Shirane.  If you’re down for onsen, Sainoga-
wara Outdoor Bath is the place to go.  After that, 
check out the smaller public bathhouses that the 
locals frequent.  Have some extra time before tak-
ing the bus back to Naganohara-Kusatsuguchi, the 
closest train station?  Step into the Onsen Museum 
right above the bus terminal.  Lastly, if you’re in the 
neighborhood in March, you can catch the Yuba-
take lit up at night throughout the month.

5. Yuki Matsuri – Sapporo’s Crown Jewel
I couldn’t resist.  This is a must-do in Japan.  In 
between checking out the ice and snow sculptures 
around Sapporo, peruse the international food stalls 
that line the sidewalks.  My friends and I stumbled 
upon a miso ramen stall that featured multiple ice 
bars where you could slurp your noodles.  For din-
ner, opt for a Mongolian ghenghis khan tabehoudai 
at the Sapporo Beer Garden or a king crab tabe-
houdai downtown.  You can mix it up and com-
bine it with a trip to Niseko, one of the most well 
known ski resorts in the country.  At Niseko you 
can find amazing powder, Mexican food, good 
happy hour deals, and a lot of Australians.  Most of 
the ski shops and restaurants have English-speak-
ing staff as well.  Other side trips could include 
visiting Otaru for the Snow Light Path Festival and 
venturing to Furano for the cheese factory, winery, 
and more skiing.  

Amelia Hagen is a fourth-year ALT in the home of 
Ayumi Hamasaki, also known as Fukuoka Prefec-
ture.  When she is not traveling to the far ends 
of the earth, she enjoys chodo-ing, or paying with 
exact change, fist-bumping Hello Kitty at Oita’s Har-
monyland, and searching for the next jetset bargain.  
Amelia is the former president of Fukuoka AJET.

Cool Japan – 5 Winter 
Wonderland Trips
Amelia Hagen

If you were like me, last winter your Facebook news 
feed was filled with status updates about ‘Snowma-
geddon’ in the United States and in the United King-
dom.  This year, we at AJET Connect are going to 
be proactive and give you a few ways to make the 
most of wintertime and  avoid any potential ‘Snow-
mageddon’ blues.  As one Fukushima JET said to 
me, ‘If you don’t find a way to enjoy the snow, like 
snowboarding, you end up hating it’.

1.  Jigokudani – Home of the Onsen-
loving Japanese Macaques

Nestled in the woodlands of Nagano Prefecture is 
Jigokudani Monkey Park.  These cute animals make 
you work to get there but it’s worth it.  After an hour 
long train ride from Nagano and another 30-minute 
bus ride to Kanbayashi Onsen, be ready to walk 
20-30 minutes along a snowy path to get to the 
famous monkeys.  The Japanese Macaques do not 
shy away from cameras so you can feel free to snap 
away.  The onsen area is relatively small but there 
are literally hundreds of monkeys in the surrounding 
areas.  Hence, you won’t need to go far to capture 
a decent shot.  Cold?  No worries, before you get to 
the Jigokudani entrance, you’ll see an onsen to your 
left.  The small indoor onsen is separated but the 
outdoor one is unisex.  Combine a trip to see the 
monkeys with some time in Nagano City or a few 
days on the slopes of Shiga Kogen, one host resort 
of the 1998 Winter Olympics.

2. Mt. Zao – Tohoku’s Playground
Located right on the border of Yamagata and Miy-
agi Prefectures, Mount Zao is a winter paradise.  
As a complex volcano, it includes the stunning, tur-
quoise Okama Crater Lake.  Zao is also home to a 
few ski resorts where you can find the wacky Zao 
snow monsters.  These Maries fir trees become 
covered in snow and ice until they resemble snow 
monsters in mid-winter.  When I first saw these on 
Japanese TV, I thought they were a unique aspect 
of Tohoku; something different to seek out in the 
winter months.  Oh, and you can absolutely ski and 
snowboard to your heart’s content here.  However, 
if you are not keen on hitting the slopes, Mt. Zao 
Hot Springs Resort is one of the great three onsen 
spots of Tohoku.  Indulge in traditional ryokan and 
rotenburo here.  Both the Hot Springs Resort and 
ski resort area are about 45 minutes from Yamagata 
City by JR bus though you’ll have to go another 
hour to reach the crater.

3.  Akita’s Kamakura Festival 
– Igloos Galore!

Tucked in Yokote, Akita Prefecture, this festival, 
held in mid-February, draws over 200,000 visitors.  
This is not just a bunch of igloos out in the mid-
dle of nowhere.  There are actually two kinds of 
kamakura built by locals for the occasion – clus-
ters of large ones and then a sea of smaller, mini-
kamakura with lights burning inside at night.  The 
larger ones are big enough to walk into and sit 
down.  Inside, you will be greeted by children with 
mochi and sweet, hot sake.  The kamakura is a 
place to pray to the water deity for rich harvests, 
academic success, relatives’ safety, and protec-
tion from fire.  Can’t make it to Yokote around the 
15th and 16th of February?  You can experience a 
kamakura year-round as there is a kamakura inside 
a glass-sided cold room next to Yokote City Hall.
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their native Taiwanese, and the elderly speak Japa-
nese from the days of occupation before the end 
of WWII. The level of English skill is just as, if not 
more impressive, as many Taiwanese speak it eas-
ily and almost without accent, despite the relative 
trickle of Western tourist flow into the country.

And on the other side of the coin lies the east. The 
central to eastern side of Taiwan climbs higher and 
higher, pushing peaks through the clouds before 
rolling greenly back to the sea. Only 12% of the 
entire population of the island resides in the east, 
and most of them are Taiwanese aborigines. 

Eastern Taiwan is prime hiking country, on the cusp 
of becoming a huge international destination. The 
old Japanese resort on Mount Alishan is an excel-
lent example. Beyond mountainside tea farms and 
jungle is the pine-tree clad natural preserve near 
the tallest peak in Taiwan. The thing to do there is 
go hiking on Alishan’s many trails or take the Alis-
han Railway, one of the few narrow-gauge railways 
in the world to the top of the mountain and watch 
the sun rise in a sea of clouds.

But its not all about hiking - eastern Taiwan has its 
own variety of attractions. On the southeast side 
of the island is a tiny town called Dulan, near the 
city of Taitung. It seems hardly a blip on the map, 
but this blink-and-you’ll-miss-it, one street town is 
actually the center of a growing art movement. In 
an abandoned sugar factory on the edge of Dulan 
you can find Taiwanese aboriginals and a surpris-
ing number of foreigners have set up shop. Con-
verting rooms in the factory into art studios, they 
spend their days and nights working on their craft 
and showing it. 

That is not the only reason Dulan is special, how-
ever. The artists get their customers because the 
town has another draw altogether – a small place 
called Water Running Up.

I couldn’t believe it myself at first, but there it was. 
A stream of water running uphill. It was not an 
especially steep grade, but the water ran up for a 
good 30 feet before disappearing into the forest. It 
was probably one of the most indescribable things 
I’ve ever seen. It’s a cliché but it must be said – 
you have to see it to believe it.

Further north the magical east coast reveals its big-
gest treasure – Taroko Gorge – a beautiful wind-
ing white marble canyon cut through by azure blue 
water. It is a truly breathtaking sight, best seen 

from the back of a rental motorcycle. Taiwan’s gov-
ernment has listed it as a potential World Herit-
age Site, but Taiwan’s exclusion from the United 
Nations bars that from becoming a possibility in 
the foreseeable future. 

Back in the north, we come to the town of Jiufen. 
Once the center of a major gold rush during the 
Japanese occupation, it is full of history and Holly-
wood appeal. Declining somewhat after the mine 
shut down in the 1970s, it got a revival after the 
movie “City of Sadness” was shot there. It has 
since become a popular tourist hub, its stylized 
mountainside streets used as a model in yet another 
movie - the Japanese anime “Spirited Away.” It is 
known for its cafes, shopping, and beautiful sea-
side vistas. There is a gold mine museum there, 
boasting one of the largest gold bars in the world 
(they even let you touch it). 

Taiwan - Land of Duality  
CJ Stearns

Most people don’t think of adding Taiwan to their 
travel plans, let alone know its location on a map. 
I myself hesitated before deciding to take a week 
there, reasoning that it wasn’t “exactly on my list.” 
Why spend hard-earned money there when I could 
go somewhere more (as I thought) interesting? But 
that is probably one of the best things about that 
small island off the coast of China: it isn’t on any-
one’s list. Not yet at least. On the shores of that 
tiny, torn country lie, in most regards, undiscovered 
treasures.

The Portuguese upon “discovering’ Taiwan in 1544, 
dubbed it “Ilha Formosa”, and what a beautiful 
island it is.

With high mountain ranges to the east (it boasts sev-
eral of the highest peaks in East Asia) and sloping, 
lazy plains to the west, the geography of the island 
itself informs the divisions that define the country.

To the west is Taiwan’s technological and govern-
mental center. All of the business and innovation 
that elevated this land to the status of an “Asian 

Tiger” stretches from its capital in the north, Taipei, 
all the way down the coast to the city of Kaohsi-
ung (g[c]ow-shung) just short of the southernmost 
peninsula. It is a thriving, dense metropolis worthy 
of any of its larger Asian counterparts.

The city of Taipei in particular impresses. With large, 
almost European boulevards lined with trees and a 
rising skyline culminating in the Taipei 101 building, 
it feels modern, clean and exciting. It retains some 
of the older, winding sections outside of the cen-
tral area, but Taipei is so quickly on the move that it 
seems only a matter of time before they too, become 
absorbed into the neon light of Taiwanese progress.

To counteract its rapid growth, engineers and 
city planners have come up with ingenious ways 
of retaining space. City parks lie atop vast under-
ground parking garages, and only the push of an 
elevator button takes you from the deep, cement 
underground to the middle of a green woodland. 
Excellent and efficient public transport thins the 
amount of cars and motorcycles on the streets. 

The population of Taiwan, especially those who live 
in the west, by language alone ride on the cusp of 
progress. 70% speak Mandarin Chinese along with 
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What they don’t tell you however, is that if you 
leave the town center and take a little walk, you 
could find something surprising and wonderful. 
Taking the road down from the town to the sea, 
you come upon yet another town. But this one is 
abandoned, empty since the Japanese left. You 
may notice the strange color of the river. A few 
years ago, the pipes in the old mine broke, letting 
the river wash through it and down into the sea 
unfiltered. What you find is a river of copper and 
gold running through the heart of a ghost town. It 
flows undisturbed to the sea, mixing bright yellow 
into the waves. The amounts of gold and copper 
are trace, not enough to warrant any panning, but 
the effect of even a small amount is breathtaking. 

Taiwan is a magical place, but by no means a para-
dise. The country lives in a constant state of rest-
less limbo. It is officially a part of China, though 
many wish for sovereignty. All over Taipei you can 
see protest booths and signs declaring – “Taiwan is 
Not Part of China” or “Taiwan Yes, China No.” The 
Taiwanese government runs itself, but is answer-
able to China. The people long for independence, 
but there is not much they can do about it. 

Most symbolic of this fight is the use of Falun 
Gong in protest. Falun Gong is a spiritual protest 
that combines meditation, qigong exercises and 
a moral philosophy. It has been banned by China. 
All across Taiwan, whether in the east or west, I 
saw Falun Gong being practiced out in the open, I 
saw signs supporting it, even had people hand me 
pamphlets. The pamphlets claimed crimes against 

China, accusing the government of arresting those 
who practice, torturing, even killing them and har-
vesting their organs. I don’t know the veracity of 
these claims, but I hope none of them are true. 

Taiwan is exciting and beautiful and heartbreaking, 
all at once. It surprised me how much there was 
to see and experience on such a small island – too 
many to include even half in this article. The peo-
ple are warm and helpful, and always seem up for 
a good laugh. They may seem bewildered when 
they first meet you, but only because so few for-
eigners go there. I laugh now when I remember 
my hesitation before going – it is now one of my 
favorite countries. I would say go now before eve-
ryone discovers the magic and mystery of Taiwan – 
it won’t be long. It’s too good a secret to keep.
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from the summit in several directions. The natural 
beauty of the area provides ample opportunity for 
photography enthusiasts to spend a day trying out 
their latest equipment. For added inspiration, there 
are also several shrines.

I felt a little bit like a cheater seeing hikers from my 
cable car as I ascended the mountain without break-
ing a sweat. But that feeling of guilt quickly dissi-
pated as I explored Mt. Gozaisho, daring to venture 
out to a cluster of rocks on the windward side of the 
mountain. I paused for an obligatory ‘Mike-versus-
the-wilderness’ Facebook shot. Then I took in the 
scene, crouching behind a rock to block the wind. 
Later, Karl and I took a seat on some rocks overlook-
ing the town. I pulled some Virginian-style biscuits 
from my bag and we took a break as we gazed at 
the unending scene in front of us.

The greatest attraction of Mt. Gozaisho is its scal-
ability. You're a hardcore hiker? Enjoy ascending 
every one of Mt. Gozaisho's 1,200 meters all on 
your own volition. (You can buy a one-way rope-
way ticket at the top of the mountain, if you so 
desire.) You're a casual park enthusiast? Check out 
the views from the ropeway. A skier? Come hit the 
slopes. The mountain is open year-round and has 
something for every kind of outdoor enthusiast.

Just don't forget your layers.

The Rundown:
- Google “visit Mount Gozaisho”
- Get to Yunoyama Onsen on Kintetsu
- Take a short bus ride toward the ropeway
- Walk 10 minutes more to the ropeway
- Ride or hike up (¥2100 roundtrip)
- Enjoy; buy food there or bring your own picnic
- More info and vlog at mikeinjapan.com

Mike Livesey is a writer, amateur photographer, and 
aspiring brewer. He enjoys responsible consumer-
ism and long walks on the beach. Contact him at 
mikeinjapan.com.

Weekend Destination: 
Mt. Gozaisho
Mark Livesey

Adventure awaits those who journey to Mt. Goza-
isho, a mountain located on the northern border of 
Mie Prefecture, just past Komono Town. This day-
trip destination holds something for anyone who has 
at least an ounce of appreciation for the outdoors.

My trip to Mt. Gozaisho was sublime. My travel 
companion Karl Griffiths and I departed our 
beloved town of Nabari and travelled via Kintetsu 
for two hours to Yunoyama Onsen. (Situated only 
an hour from Osaka, Kyoto, Nara and Tsu, Nabari 
is one of the coolest places in Mie- not to mention 
our waterfalls. But that's a story for another arti-
cle.) We exited the station to find one coffee shop, 
a handful of omiyage shops, and not a Lawson in 
sight. After some toast and a cup of coffee (deli-
cious, but you get what you pay for), we hopped a 
bus and were on our way to the base of Mt. Goza-
isho, where a ropeway system awaited us.

Soon, though, we hit traffic. Because lots of people 
came to see the changing of the leaves, the wind-
ing mountain road was backed up. My mind flashed 
back to a trip in the summer when I went to Kumano 
to see their world-famous fireworks display. We had 
no idea how long the wait would be. Taking a cue 
from our fellow passengers, we exited the bus and 
started walking. Within ten minutes we walked to 
where the bus would have dropped us off.

From there, it was ten more minutes of walking 
to the ropeway. The walk was uphill, but the great 
weather (slightly cloudy, no chance of rain) was 
more enjoyable than a bus ride anyway. The road 
is lined with hotels if you're interested in spending 
the night. We bought our ropeway tickets (¥2100  
round trip, ¥1200 one-way), and waited in a short 
line for our cable car.

I felt slightly like Gordon Freeman at the start of Half-
Life entering the cable car, but soon it exited the sta-
tion and we were on an incredible 10-minute ride up 
the mountain. Watching the town slowly slip away 
from us as sierras rose around, something inside 
of me awakened. I am an Eagle Scout, but haven't 
had the opportunity for a true outdoor adventure 
in a long time. My survival instincts were turning 
on, and despite Mt. Gozaisho having all the modern 
comforts a visitor could want, in my own head I was 
living out a LOST-esque outdoor fantasy.

I thought that the top would sport a pretty view 
and that's about it. I couldn't be happier to state 
that I was totally wrong. The mountaintop provides 
much to explore; it's very easy to get your mon-
ey's worth walking the trails and taking in the com-
plete beauty of the panoramic views. Specifically, 
the mountaintop has a gift shop, cafe, restrooms, 
several picnic areas and observation stands, and 
even a goat zoo which contains a very rare breed 
of goat. (Unfortunately, I did not witness the goat 
zoo first-hand.) Additionally, the mountaintop has 
a ski-slope. It's also possible to hike the entire 
mountain yourself, and there are trails branching 
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Though I had to stand in 
line for nearly an hour, ach-
ing and self-pitying, just to 
get in, it was well worth the 
wait. Not to mention, a lovely 
older couple stopped to give 
free tickets to the cute Italian 
tourist couple right in front of 
me, simply saying "c'est un 
cadeau" (it's a gift); I kind of 
wished they'd had enough 
cadeau for me too, but the 
joy of witnessing simple acts 
of kindness is almost a gift 
in itself. Inside I spent hours 
touring the various galleries 
on the six floors, thrilled to 
the core of my beleaguered 
being at the inspiration and 
creativity vibrating through 
the very walls. From Picasso 
to pornography, thought-pro-
voking and challenging pieces stand up to meet 
your gaze one after another, breaking through the 
shackles of the mundane world and pulling you 
through into a place of imagination and anticipation. 
After three hours my spirit was burning brighter 
than the searchlight of the Eiffel Tower, but my 
body was fading fast, so I dragged myself home 
for the night.

My next, and last, day, I set out for Montmartre. 
The winding roads leading to the top were lined 

with buildings as white as the basilica at its summit, 
but there was a nice touch of graffiti mixed in to 
ground the celestial city. Soon I reached the square 
where artists crowd to paint and sell their art, solic-
iting tourists for quick and remarkably detailed por-
traits or offering copies of famous prints. Nearby, 
the foot of the Sacre Coeur Basilica was thronged 
with crowds buying everything from gingerbread 
to animal mittens from the wooden booths of the 
Christmas market. As the sun slowly rose over the 
vast swathes of city below, it seemed like day had 

been created simply to gaze upon 
the beauty beyond. Stopping to 
buy souvenirs and praline peanuts 
I dodged the hawkers and street 
gambling, wending my way back 
to the metro for my next stop.

The thing about Paris is, everything 
has been perfectly designed to fit 
the overarching theme the world 
has dreamt for it. The metro sta-
tions have their art nouveau grilles 
and shabby chic ceramic tiles, the 
acoustics of which are perfect for 
the street musicians who camp 
out inside. Passing through two 
different stations, I was treated 
to the haunting echo of Andean 
panpipes and the stereotypical, 
yet somehow exquisitely apropos, 
accordion music. But the best was, 
upon entering the metro car I was 

Parisian Season
Elysse Hurtado

Who goes to Paris in winter? Besides me, I mean. 
Well, it turns out that seemingly half the planet 
does. Though I only spent two full days in the 
City of Lights, I ran into more people at every turn 
than I normally would in Tokyo, a city 10 times the 
size. I never would have guessed that in the limbo 
between Christmas and New Year's Paris would 
still hold such a draw. But it didn't take me long to 
understand why.

Though the air was chill and the wind was brisk, 
and despite my senses being buried under the 
thick, oozing layers of an unfortunately timed head 
cold, I was still powerless to resist the romantic 
undercurrent that flows through Paris' streets and 
dances with the sun across the cascading rooftops. 
Even the dreary grey of a light rain seemed only to 
provide that much more atmosphere to enjoy the 
quaint cobblestone streets. Curls of iron and reg-
imented windows, gaily colored shopfronts and 
countless cafes, public displays of affection and 
fashionistas. And watching from above, the Eiffel 
Tower's ghostly figure in the fog.

After enjoying a delectable lunch at a small cafe 
called Les Tontons, where the owner even knew 
a little Japanese, I wandered over to the borders 
of the Seine River to peruse the books being 
displayed by the famous Bouquinistes, collec-
tors and purveyors of vintage literature and other 
goods. Their long green-roofed stalls are packed 
with interesting finds from yesteryear. Though I 
was tempted many times to buy some first edi-
tion Pierre Bourdieu and was avidly searching for 
Michel Foucault, the prices were high and my wal-
let was thin, so I contented myself with feasting 
my eyes on their endless stretches of wares.

Luckily, right across the river was the Notre Dame 
Cathedral. Due to the 100-strong crowd of peo-
ple lined up around the block waiting to get in, I 
chose to just take a few shots from the outside, 
especially considering it had never been on my list 
of places to visit anyway. Actually, I much more 
enjoyed watching the small group of people hold-
ing signs offering 'free hugs' in the middle of the 
square, and probably would have taken them up on 
it had I not been attempting to single-handedly rid 
the world of Kleenex. In fact, my real goal was just 
down the street, the world famous modern art gal-
lery, Centre George Pompidou.
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in, a middle-aged busker hopped on, greeted us all, 
and pulled out his guitar to serenade us. Passing 
through a Spanish song to an Italian, and finishing 
with a rousing rendition of 'Aux Champs Elysees', 
he made the short trip from station to station so 
much more pleasurable that I couldn't resist giving 
him the few centimes I had left.

Finally disembarking the Champs Elysees myself 
(the name has a special meaning for me), I wan-
dered down the crowded boulevards and past 
the glitzy white and silver Christmas decorations 
before crossing over to see the Palais Royal gal-
lery and nearby Pont Alexandre III. Here was the 
image of Paris held out for us: gilded roofs and 
ornate sculptures, elegant ships meandering down 
the lively Seine, Eiffel Tower drawing near. But, as 
beautiful as it was up close, I much preferred the 
neighbourhood of the Rive Gauche.

Starting with the Academie des Beaux Arts and 
the yearly student exhibition of modern art there, 
I wandered through the narrow roads of St. Ger-
main-des-Pres gazing in at the innumerable art gal-
leries packed tightly side by side. Each one had 
their own theme, from sculpture to pottery, paint-

ing and photography. Due to the holiday most were 
closed, but as each was only one small room it 
was no loss; a simple peek in at the window was 
enough to quench my artistic thirst and further 
stimulate my desire to create something myself. 
Further down more buskers were jazzing up the 
teeming streets and the smell of freshly baked 
bread filled the mid-afternoon air. Having held out 
as long as I was able, I finally gave in to the mount-
ing weakness of my body and made my way home 
for the last time, comforted by the knowledge that 
I had squeezed out every last drop of happiness 
from my time there.

As I said, Paris is a city of the superficial. What it 
presents, or is demanded to present, to the out-
sider is the experience we all expect. Which is not 
bad in and of itself; a gilded city of delicious food 
and sweetly melancholic music is a joy one will 
want to taste again and again. However, I couldn't 
shake the underlying sense that there is more here 
than I was able to see in my short, incapacitated 
time. I fear the 'real' Paris may have escaped me, 
as I fed into the collective dream. But oh, what a 
dream...
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Entries Close 20 February 2012

Welcome to AJET Connect's monthly 

photography contest! Submissions 

relevant to the JET experience 

are welcomed from current 

JET Programme participants. 

Your submission will be 

featured in the NEXT issue 

where our readers can 

vote on their choice for 

the best photograph. The 

winning entries will be 

entered in the yearly AJET 

Photography Contest. 

 To Enter

 1_your name

 2_ your mailing address 

(this will not be published)

 3_ your JET number 

(this will not be published)

 4_ a title and brief caption 

describing the scene

Ownership/ Use Rights
Photographers retain the rights to their photograph. By entering the contest, photographers agree to have their submitted photograph published in the AJET 
Connect magazine, displayed on the AJET website and posted on AJET Facebook sites. Photos will be credited to the author named in the entry form. 

Submissions should be original, high quality JPG files.
Contestants may submit one photo each month. This contest is 
for JET participants only. Send your entries to contest@ajet.net, 
Current National AJET council members are not eligible to enter.
In the case that you submit photographs where people are clearly 
featured, you must get permission from those featured before 
you submit their image.
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Food

The new year is upon us and, at the risk of this dete-
riorating into an overly sentimental spiel about add-
ing impetus and momentum to your newfound 
good intentions: I think you need a project. It doesn't 
have to be anything too big or too ambitious and 
should be something you actually want to do, but 
giving oneself a timeline is always the hardest part 
of such undertakings. I apologize; I fear I am being 
too vague. 

I love to cook. In what sometimes feels like a pre-
vious life I went to culinary school and excelled 
there, but when it came to working in restaurants 
and hotels as a part of a kitchen’s traditional brigade, 
in truth I was a little overwhelmed. Perhaps more 
to the point I was underwhelmed by the life it was 
leading me toward. I acquitted myself well enough 
and I am proud to have worked in quality establish-
ments with dedicated and talented people, but I am 
now getting too specific. 

Nearly a decade on, my love of food has stayed with 
me across various continents, but it was here that 
I discovered that I wanted to write about it. Once 
given the opportunity, I found putting my fren-
zied forays into the home kitchen into words quite 
cathartic. Moreover, it gave me a context in which 
my passion for food suddenly makes sense beyond 
impressing friends. For this I would like to thank past 
and present editors I have worked with for making 
my train of consciousness presentable and, perhaps 
more importantly, for giving me the deadlines that 
so many of my personal projects lack.

It may sound as if I am urging you join me in taking 
up a pad and pen (or pot and pan as the case may 
be), but this is not the case at all. Even the project I 
have set for myself is not in fact to write, but rather 
to run with my flights of fancy and see where they 
take me. The hard part in all of this is the contextu-
alization of how you chose to spend your time. “Is 
this leading somewhere?” or similar questions may 
always stick in the back of your mind, but it can't 
hurt to keep yourself busy and be productive.

Using the above as a justification, this year I will be 
undertaking to cook some much more challeng-
ing dishes. I do not expect many of you to follow 
them, but I would like to humbly suggest that cook-
ing based on inspiration rather than what is practical 
or even achievable will be on the whole more fulfill-
ing. The books I like to read (even the cookbooks) 
are about people possessed with pushing their own 
limits and exceeding expectations, and what moti-
vates them to do so. It is my sincere hope that in 
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pletely. What I was left with was a dense meaty 
layer, a smooth cheese layer and an herbed vege-
table layer. These layers stayed perfectly separated 
during the cooking process, but more importantly, 
in taste they complemented each other beautifully. 

The main question Italian food buffs will be asking 
at this point is “why would I make this monstrosity 
over a lasagne?” As a focal point of a meal a tim-
pano standing on a platter is truly impressive and 
chances are those you choose to share it with will 
not have tried one before. I suggest reading this 
entire recipe if you plan to follow it, as many of the 
steps overlap in timing. Ahead of time think about 
what you are going to cook such a large dish in and 
whether your oven is big enough. My bowl was 
approximately 35cm in diameter and 12cm deep. I 
feel somewhat silly writing this, but for goodness 
sake make sure whatever bowl you choose is oven-
proof.

For the pasta pastry crust
 2 and ½ cups plain white flour
 2 raw eggs
 ¼ cup olive oil
 Pinch of salt
 (Optional: 1tablespoon vodka) 
 ½ cup flour for when rolling the pastry
 1 large buttered metal or ceramic bowl
 1 stick of butter for greasing

This pastry was my own experiment as to whether 
I could use olive oil instead of lard or shortening to 
add “shortness” to my pastry. The answer is yes, 
but it was not particularly easy to work with. In ret-
rospect I would have added a little vodka to help 
bind the pastry together (tip originally via instructa-
bles.com), the alcohol from which will easily cook 
out of the pastry leaving it crisper than if you just 
used water. If you are not confident with pastry I 
would suggest looking up a tried and true recipe 
from an expert.

Sift your flour and salt into a medium sized bowl. 
Add eggs and olive oil and begin to mix together. 
Add the optional vodka if you desire a more work-
able dough. Mix into a smooth ball, wrap in plastic 
wrap and refrigerate for at least 30 minutes and 
go about making your fillings. Put a large pot of 
water on to boil and poach the chicken breast for 
the ragout, blanch the spinach for the green sauce 
and refresh in cold water and slightly undercook 
250grams of penne pasta.

For the white layer
 50grams butter
 12 button mushrooms diced
 2 packs white shimeiji mushrooms chopped
 150grams bacon sliced
 ¼ cup flour
 1 cup milk
 1 cup grated parmesan cheese
 1 cup grated sharp cheddar
 125grams precooked penne pasta 
 2 raw eggs
 Salt to taste

This layer is intended to be much thicker than a 
normal béchamel sauce and is enriched with egg. 
Melt the butter in a medium saucepan and add 
your mushrooms. Add the bacon and sauté until 
lightly coloured. Add flour to the pan and once 
mixed together, cook for a further minute or so, 
stirring often so it doesn't catch. Add milk and gen-
tly bring the thick mixture to the boil stirring con-
stantly so mixture does not lump together. Once 
boiled, remove from the heat. Add grated cheese 
and penne and stir to combine. Leave to cool for 
ten minutes then mix in the raw eggs. Depending 
on how heavy the base of your pot in your may 
want to wait longer, as we do not want the eggs 
to cook at this point, but if you wait until it is com-
pletely cool and the cheese has set it will be hard 
to stir in your eggs evenly.

For the chicken ragout
 1 tablespoon olive oil
 4 chicken breasts poached and shredded
 2 tetra-packs or cans of tomatoes 
 2 onions
 1 head of garlic
 1 cup of Chianti or other red wine
 Salt and plenty of black pepper
 ¼ cup grate Parmesan cheese

Prior to cooking my pasta I poached whole chicken 
breasts in the water. Once cool I shredded them 
by hand. In a large sauté pan add olive oil and gar-
lic and cook till opaque, then stir in garlic. Once 
the garlic is aromatic add your wine to deglaze the 
pan. Add cooked chicken and tomatoes and stir to 
combine. Add salt and a lot of black pepper and 
cook over a moderate heat until the mixture is thick 
and pulpy and with most of the liquid evaporated or 
absorbed into the other ingredients. Remove from 
the heat, stir in cheese and check seasoning.

Timpano tricolore 
Simon Daly

Serves 8-12

Primo and Secondo are brothers whom together 
run a restaurant. The movie Big Night (1996) is a 
parable in which they weigh whether to compro-
mise their exacting standards for the sake of suc-
cess. For a special occasion they construct a “tim-
pano” as the centrepiece of an elaborate feast. I 
say construct because a timpano is not some-
thing one just throws together on a whim. A tim-
pano is a sophisticated form of Italian pie: a pasta 
or pastry crust containing a lovingly layered centre. 
A peculiarity of the dish is that traditionally, along 
with salami, cheese, meatballs, hard-boiled eggs 
and ragout, it also is filled with a measure of pasta. 
The name comes from the fact that it is baked in 
a bowl to be shaped like a timpani drum. It takes 
time and time and effort to make a timpano and it 
is something I have longed to do ever since I saw 
the movie.

There are a multitude of recipes for timpano - some 
traditional, some eclectic - that have been pub-
lished in the past. I have read many and contem-

plated remaking the exact recipe from the afore-
mentioned movie. However, in the end, I chose 
to base the recipe on the contents of my refrig-
erator and pantry. It is my belief that one is best 
served by using the best ingredients at hand and 
for recipes to be adapted to suit your own taste. As 
opposed to following a recipe, what follows is an 
account of the process I went through while not 
using a recipe at all. For best results it should be 
adapted according to what is available to you, what 
is in season and most importantly what you like. I 
did not set out to make this dish in the colours of 
the Italian flag, but that is where the constituent 
parts led me. Red tomato, white béchamel, green 
spinach; it seemed silly not to keep them separate 
when it came time to cook. 

Two parts of a traditional timpano that I purpose-
fully omitted were the hard-boiled eggs and meat-
balls. The eggs I instead decided to mix through 
my white and green sauces to lightly set them. I 
did not like the idea of whole eggs and their chalky 
yolks in the middle of the dish and this seemed like 
a good way to stay true to the dish with the added 
benefit of extra stability. The meatballs I imagined 
would make carving the pie neatly a very tricky 
business and so I opted to leave them out com-
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For the green sauce
 1 tablespoon olive oil
 4 small green peppers (or 2 large)
 1 bunch of green onions
  500grams (approx) spinach, picked blanched 

and squeezed
  2 tablespoons of pesto (or a bunch of fresh basil)
 2 raw eggs
 125 grams precooked penne pasta
 ¼ cup Parmesan cheese

Add olive oil to a large saucepan (I used the same 
one I cooked the ragout in) and sauté green pep-
pers and green onions over a medium head until 
soft and wilted. Remove from the heat. In my 
pasta water I also blanched 3 packs of spinach and 
squeezed out the water after refreshing in cold 
water. In a large bowl place the cold blanched spin-
ach with pesto or fresh basil and two raw eggs. 
With an immersion blender, blend to make to make 
a thick paste. Mix green peppers and onion mix, 
cooked penne and cheese through the spinach.

Construction and cooking
Preheat your oven to 200ºcelcius. Divide your pastry 
into thirds retaining two for the base and one for the 
top. Roll the larger ball out into a large circle using 
plenty of flour to make sure it does not stick. Roll it 
until it is the same size as your bowl remembering 
that it must go right up the side walls of the bowl 
too. Grease your bowl with a good measure of but-
ter; how much will depend on how heavy handed 
you are. Fold the rolled pastry for the base in half and 
then half again into a triangle. Place the triangle with 

its point at the centre of the bowl and its rounded 
edge on the outside. Carefully unfold the pastry and 
press it lightly into the edges of the bowl. 

Layer your fillings now: first the red tomato; then 
the cheese; lastly the spinach. Take time as you 
go to make sure it is evenly distributed. Roll out 
your pastry lid, place it on top and seal the edges 
to the edges of the base pastry with your fingers. 
Carefully transfer to the oven and cook for 90 min-
utes. Keep a close watch on the timpano, as with 
something this big the top may colour quicker than 
it heats through (especially if your oven heats from 
the top. If this is the case place some tinfoil on 
top and cook until the pastry is starting to harden 
and the middle is hot. You can check this by plac-
ing a skewer or toothpick into the lid and down to 
the centre. The rule of thumb goes that if you pull 
the skewer out and it burns your lip it is ready (you 
have been warned). Remove from the oven. 

Let the timpano stand in the bowl for 30minutes. 
Place a cutting board or platter larger than the circum-
ference of your bowl on top of it and carefully invert 
it. Now hold your breath. Remove the bowl and mar-
vel at your creation and breathe a sigh of relief that it 
all worked perfectly. You can send it to the table as it 
is now and carve it in grand style in front of friends. I 
served mine with a simple salad of roasted red and 
yellow peppers with cherry tomatoes and dressed 
with balsamic vinegar and good olive oil. 

For a video of me piecing together the timpano go 
to vimeo.com/35162188

Chunky Cream of 
Tomato Soup
Nigel Ngan with an introduction by Simon Daly

Serves: 2-3

Comfort food is different for all of us. It is influ-
enced heavily by culture and country of origin. That 
said, in the end it is completely personal. For many 
it is wistful longings for home cooking, while for 
others it is the quick foods of convenience. When 
Nigel sent me this recipe I was transported back to 
weekend lunches after a morning of rugby, warm-
ing up with a hot bowl of soup. The variety I remem-
ber most fondly comes in a can and the thick rich 
contents can be further fortified with the addition 
of milk rather than water. I am always interested 
to find new cooking tips and liked his idea for a 
creamy yet fresh soup.

Emboldened, I took things a step further and made 
a low fat version of “creamed spinach” where 
using milk and baking powder worked remarkably 
well as a cream substitute. I may even write about 
it next month. You will still need to be careful when 
boiling milk and the higher the fat content of the 

milk, the less likely it will be to split. Otherwise 
remember that starch will also help, perhaps in the 
form of a roux. Be ambitious and see what you can 
come up with. 

Ingredients
1 onion (red for sweeter/ white for spicy)
1-2 cloves garlic
2 teaspoons canola oil
4 good-sized tomatoes 
Salt and pepper
Milk (less than half a cup)
Baking soda (bicarbonate of soda)
1 pack of salad use Spinach (hourensou)
Preparation time: 10min

In a VERY HOT wok or large pan, lightly brown 
diced onions and finely diced garlic in canola oil. 
Fight the urge to use olive oil when stir-frying, as 
due to its low smoke point it is unsuitable for high 
temperature cooking. 

Once the onion and garlic are fragrant and colored, 
add diced fresh tomatoes to the wok. Stir continu-
ously and add salt, pepper and your favorite spice 
to flavor (I like to add a little habanero). The toma-
toes will break up a little bit and start to 'juice'. At 
this point you can add a small amount of water.

Take off the heat (to prevent the skins from com-
pletely detaching from your tomatoes) and gently 
stir in chopped spinach.

Add a ¼-½ teaspoon of baking soda and SLOWLY 
add the milk with constant stirring (the baking soda 
will stop the milk from curdling). The residual heat 
from a heavy pan should be enough to warm it 
through. If not, briefly return the pan to heat.

For an extra creamy tomato soup stir in mascar-
pone cream (whipping cream will also work) a table-
spoon at a time until it reaches the desired consist-
ency. Serve as is, with good bread or topped with 
a fried fillet of salmon as pictured.

Nigel Ngan is a third year ALT based in Miyakojima, 
Okinawa. Hailing from the humble town of Porirua 
in New Zealand, he worked in the capital city of 
windy Wellington as a martial arts instructor. Nigel 
has several restaurant owners and international 
chefs in the family who have aided to shape his 
adventures in cooking.
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sonally, I grew my flowers. The seeds are on sale 
everywhere that sells seeds in spring. Calendula 
is called カレンジュラ in Japanese so that’s easy 
enough. ut if you’re looking for a quicker fix, check 
health food shops or online. Same goes for the 
beeswax. I got mine in the US, but I’m sure it’s for 
sale somewhere in Japan.  

Directions  

1.  The first step in making the salve is to make 
“infused oil”. All you have to do is put the flower 
petals in a clean jar, pour in the olive oil and stir 
well. Then just put the lid on it and set your jar 
in a sunny window for a week or two (here in 
Hokkaido winter is not a sunny season, so I’m 
going for three weeks just in case). When your 
oil is ready it should be a dark golden color.

2.  Next, strain the petals out of the oil by pouring 
the oil through your cloth into the double boiler.

3.  Now add your beeswax (grated if it didn’t come 
in pellets) to the oil and heat it gently until all 
of the wax is melted. Remove from heat and 
add essential oil(s) to your liking and if desired 
(I added about 4 drops of cedar wood and 2 of 
orange oil).

4.  All that remains is to pour your creation into 
some suitable container and you’re done! As the 
concoction cools it will solidify into a salve.

The formula of oil (in this case olive) and emollient 
(beeswax) is pretty much the same for everything 
from natural deodorant to body butter. Most balms, 
salves, creams, and lotions only vary in the amount 
of beeswax added to the oil and the flavoring and 
herbal adjuncts. If you’re interested in this sort of 
thing, a quick Google should land you with plenty 
of recipes to make your own lip balm and lotion – 
easy, custom scented, and on the cheap.And they 
make great presents. Enjoy!

Jess Laggis is a 2nd year ALT in Sapporo where 
she lives with her husband, Brian, and all of his 
microbes.  Suffice it to say that she spends large 
amounts of time roaming the Hokkaido mountains, 
playing the banjo, and experimenting with various 
edible and non-edible concoctions in the kitchen.

Skin Food
Jess Laggis

This month, as always, I’ve got more than a few 
kitchen projects going on. I love to cook, but the 
kitchen is good for so much more than just mak-
ing food. I’ve had my heart set on this project for 
a while, but only recently got a hold of all the nec-
essary bits. This might make a nice Valentine’s 
present if your lover is naturally inclined. So without 
further ado, I give you… calendula salve. I know, it 
doesn’t sound very sexy. But bear with me. 

Calendula is a lovely yellow or orange flower that 
grows prolifically, attracts beneficial insects to 
your garden, and is full of helpful chemicals. It’s 
even edible. It’s variously referred to as Pot Mari-
gold and poor man’s saffron. The flower petals add 
color and a sort of peppery taste to salads, but it is 
perhaps best known for its skin healing properties. 
The plant contains anti-inflammatory and anti-viral 
compounds. In one study (quoted in the Wikipedia 
article on calendula, in case you are interested) it 
was shown to be more effective in the treatment 
of radiation burns than prescription medicated 
creams. The salve can be used for anything from 

chapped lips to chaffing.  It’s suitable for just about 
any minor skin ailment in fact. And it’s terribly easy 
to make.

Although this article is in the food column and 
though the ingredients of this particular project are 
all edible in small doses, I really do discourage any-
one from eating it. Here’s what you’ll need.

Ingredients
 1/2 c olive oil
 1/4 c dried calendula petals
 1/8 c beeswax (pellets or grated block)
  A few drops of your favorite essential oil for 

scenting/flavoring (optional)

Materials
 Small jar with leak proof lid
 A piece of cloth or handkerchief
 Double boiler

Olive oil and essential oils are widely available in 
Japan, as are jars, and anybody who can manage 
the paperwork necessary to be living in Japan can 
surely fashion themselves a double boiler. But 
where to find the beeswax and calendula? Per-
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 >  Grammar  activities  and games
 >  Group making activities 
 >  Information Gap activities 
 >  Kinesthetic activities
 >  Language Lab activities
 >  Listening comprehension activities￥
 >  Logical-mathematical activities 
 >  Matching and Sequencing Activities￥
 >  Music-rhythm  activities
 >  One minute pair 
 >  Pair work ‘getting it’ activities
 >  Picture card activities (Large/small)
 >  Problem –solving (using it) activities 
 >  Pronunciation activities
 >  Timed activities
 >  Self assessment activities
 >  Small group discussion activities
 >  Visual media
 >  Vocabulary learning activities
 >  Written worksheet activities

Check out my website for descriptions and exam-
ples (written and sometimes videos)  in these cat-
egories: www2.education.ualberta.ca/staff/olenka.
Bilash/best%20of%20bilash/strategiesactivities.
html 

3.  After you are conscious of your ‘repertoire’ and 
seeking to expand it, begin to think pedagog-
ically: where in the lesson is it appropriate to 
introduce such activities?  Scaffolding lessons 
and series of lessons is another skill that takes 
time to develop.  Generally speaking, consider 
that after introducing something new to your 
students (in English only, using as few words 
as possible, using concrete objects or visuals 
instead of translating)), the students need time 
and a hands-on MI experience to ‘learn it’.  I call 
this learning phase ‘getting it’ – the time when 
students are in the process of understanding 
the new content and remembering it.  

  This time requires students to be doing some-
thing and is marked by their speed and level of 
participation and engagement.  For example, 
are the students quickly completing the activ-
ity? (If so, they may already know the content 
or are ready for a more challenging task.)  Are 
they looking at the supports you offered them?  
Are they discussing as a group or asking the 
teacher or one another for clarification of words 
they might have forgotten? If so, they are in the 
process of learning.  Several rounds of the activ-
ity will be helpful to them.  Or are they looking 

at one another, unclear as to what to do next?  
If the latter, they may have been introduced to 
too many new words at one time.

  Facilitating student remembering (not memoriz-
ing which tends not to make a meaning associ-
ation) means considering elements of cognitive 
load and memory theory. Since there is a heavy 
burden on remembering vocabulary when learn-
ing a new language, the following factors may 
help you plan details of a lesson:

  Miller’s Magical Number
  In the 1950s Princeton psychology professor 

George A. Miller’s research revealed that the 
number of objects an average human can hold 
in working memory is 7 ± 2.  When a teacher 
introduces more than 5-9 new vocabulary words 
at one time there is a strain on working memory 
and students may remember only three or four 
words.   

  Chunking and sequencing
  Carefully select the order in which you will intro-

duce the new vocabulary.  Are there cognates?  
If so use them first.  Do some words have many 
syllables? If so, intersperse them between 
shorter words.  Do some of the words rhyme?  
If so, introduce them back to back.  After you 
have chosen the order in which to present the 
new vocabulary, introduce only two to three 
words at a time and then practice them as in 
the model below. To maximize retention of the 
set of words, follow the same order of presen-
tation at least five times before scrambling the 
words.

  This sequence can apply to elementary learn-
ers as well as those in junior high who have not 
developed confidence in learning English.  Do 
not mistake the seeming repetitiveness you 
feel and observe for student boredom; you may 
feel bored, but the students appreciate the way 
the sequence helps them learn-remember.

  Cognitive load and working memory: When 
too much new information is introduced at one 
time, without step by step scaffolding or some 
experiential way to make a connection to the 
new content (construct meaning), students may 
not have enough memory left to do an activity.  
See the videoclip on www2.education.ualberta.
ca/staff/olenka.Bilash/best%20of%20bilash/cog-
nitive%20capacity.html) 

Building your teaching 
repertoire
Dr. Olenka Bilash (obilash@ualberta.ca)
University of Alberta

JET Question
Since English has been introduced 
into the elementary school I have 
been teaching the English classes 
and co-planning with the HRT.  I 
enjoy having the responsibility but 
sometimes I am not certain that 
my lessons have enough variety.

Introducing English at the elementary school level 
was a bold move for Japan.  With the pressure of 
maintaining Japan’s international reputation for high 
scores in mathematics and science (See TIMSS: 
http://nces.ed.gov/timss/table07_1.asp  ) and with 
children having to learn four scripts (alphabets) the 
Japanese public press debated the inclusion of Eng-
lish in the elementary school for over a decade.  

In the current global age the opportunity to work 
with the youth of a G8 country in their schools is 
indeed a privilege.  Thus, it is important that JETs 
be as well prepared for this task as possible.  Since 
a teacher’s repertoire is often developed over time, 
you could benefit from surfing the net for activi-
ties to add to your tool kit.  However, as you do so, 
consider the following four factors: multiple intel-
ligences, activities for second language learning, 
when to use which kind of activity, and the struc-
ture of the lesson.

1.  As you reflect on your current repertoire, organ-
ize the activities according to the multiple intel-
ligences (MI) (Gardner, 1983) students use to 
engage in them.   The MIs are: verbal-  linguistic 
(using language, reading, composing), musical 
(singing, following or creating a rhythm), logical-
mathematical (sequencing, matching, problem-
solving), visual-spatial (looking at visuals, creat-
ing visuals to show meaning, making a poster, 
taking a photo), bodily-kinaesthetic (moving to 
learn, a relay race, Simon Says), naturalistic 
(hiking, appreciating nature), interpersonal (pair 
work, information gap), and intrapersonal (work-
ing alone, reflecting, self assessing).  See: http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=RmW_3ZhQZpc&f
eature=related and http://www.ldrc.ca/projects/
miinventory/mitest.html. 

  MI founder Howard Gardner reports that 

“Seven kinds of intelligence would allow seven 
ways to teach, rather than one. And powerful 
constraints that exist in the mind can be mobi-
lized to introduce a particular concept (or whole 
system of thinking) in a way that children are 
most likely to learn it and least likely to distort 
it.”  (Gardner, 1993, p. xix).  Further, “the theory 
validates educators' everyday experience: stu-
dents think and learn in many different ways. 
It also provides educators with a conceptual 
framework for organizing and reflecting on cur-
riculum assessment and pedagogical practices. 
In turn, this reflection has led many educators 
to develop new approaches that might better 
meet the needs of the range of learners in their 
classrooms”. (Kornhaber, 2001, p. 276)  

2.  To learn a new language takes exposure to it, 
distributed frequent practice and real life oppor-
tunities to use it.  JETs have been invited to 
Japan both to become messengers to the world 
about Japanese culture when they return home 
and to be models and purveyors of English lan-
guage and culture (and its diversity) while in 
Japan. JETs make many Japanese friends and 
acquire Japanese at various rates, thus enrich-
ing their experience in Japan.  However, some-
times their use of Japanese becomes so com-
fortable that they may limit the occasions they 
use English with young people and teachers in 
everyday settings. As you take an inventory of 
the variety of times in a day you interact with 
students and teachers ask yourself if that inter-
action could have taken place in English and 
what you might have done to avoid Japanese: 
use a gesture instead of a Japanese word? Cre-
ate a visual instead of translating into Japa-
nese? Modeling how to do an activity instead 
of explaining in Japanese? Carefully planning 
your instructions using simple key words (and 
not synonyms) in English?  When creating or 
suggesting classroom activities to the HRT con-
sider activities that have been long recognized 
to contribute to learning a new language (e.g. 
partner work, information gap, pronunciation 
practice, varied engaging ways to repeat).   In 
combining such with the MIs you might want to 
organize a paper or electronic binder or portfolio 
of activities in categories such as:

 >  Activities to get students to ask (and answer) 
questions

 >  Activities to learn a different script (alphabet) 
 >  BINGO activities
 >  ‘Card’ activities
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4.  Good lessons are built of a solid structure.  It 
is sometimes difficult to see this structure as 
it lies invisibly beneath materials, student inter-
action and content presentation.  However, like 
the skeleton of the body (that can only be seen 
with an x-ray), the skeletal structure of a les-
son holds everything together.  It also reflects 
its creators’ knowledge and skill.  The structure 
of the following sample lesson consists of four 
main building blocks: 

 >  introducing something new or giving students 
new language that they cannot learn/hear on 
their own in a foreign language context (yellow)

 >  getting it – understanding and becoming 
comfortable with the sound and pronunciation of 
a word through meaningful repetition (light blue) 

 >  getting-using-applying it with a more 
challenging thinking task (darker blue) 

 >  getting-using-applying it with a more 
challenging thinking task (darker blue) 

 >  checking for understanding by using it more 
independently (darkest blue)

Another way to see the structure in this lesson is 
through its progression in time:
 1. Sequence A (yellow and light blue)
  a.  Introduce a new word/phrase in as con-

crete a way as possible and ask students 
to repeat it several times

  b. Repeat for 2-3 content words

 2. Sequence B (light blue)
  a.  Create a short activity for students to prac-

tice all three words by associating the cor-
rect meaning of each

 3.  Repeat sequence A and B with 2-3 
additional new words (4-5 words have 
now been presented)

 4.  Repeat sequence A and B with 2-3 
additional new words (6-9 words have 
now been presented)

 5. Sequence C (darker blue)
  a.  Create a short more challenging activity for 

students to show understanding and gain 
comfort using all new words by associating 
the correct meaning of each; the activity 
should involve repeated use of the words  
(not repetition after the instructor)

 6. Sequence D (green)
  a. Check for comprehension

 7. Sequence E (darkest blue)
  a.  Offer students a more complex activity 

to complete with a partner to assess their 
independence

To best understand and integrate these how-to tips 
into your teaching style, videotape a lesson you 
teach and then watch for signs of the tips.  Hope 
that this answers your question – always eager to 
hear more from JETs!
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Sample lesson segment (5-7 minutes)
NOTE: This lesson for elementary level students 
teaches country names through flags.  You can fol-
low the same sequence by replacing the flags with 
pictures of weather to introduce weather terms; 
with clothing items to teach clothing; with food 
items (or plastic ones which are abundant in Japan) 
for food, etc.

What the 
teacher says What the teacher does What the 

students say
What the 
students do

Length of 
TIme

Sequence A: Introduce a 
content word in as concrete a 
way as possible

This is the flag of 
Korea

Show students a flag from 
Korea Listen Look at flag 1-2 sec

Sequence B: Gaining 
understanding and comfort 
with the pronunciation

Korea Motions for students to 
repeat Korea Look at flag 1-2 sec

Korea Motions for students to 
repeat Korea Look at flag 1-2 sec

Korea Motions for students to 
repeat Korea Look at flag 1-2 sec

A: Introduce another content 
word in as concrete a way as 
possible

This is the flag of 
Italy

Show students a flag from 
Italy Listen. Look at flag 1-2 sec

B: Gaining understanding and 
comfort with the pronunciation Italy Motions for students to 

repeat Italy Look at flag 1-2 sec

Italy Motions for students to 
repeat. Italy Look at flag 1-2 sec

Italy Motions for students to 
repeat. Italy Look at flag 1-2 sec

Sequence C: Learning the 
two words (thinking, not just 
repeating)

Which country?
Points to/holds up flag of 
Korea and makes a gesture 
to indicate ‘what’s this?’

Korea
Look at 
flag/think/ 
remember

2-4 sec (give 
students time 
to think and 
remember)

Which country?
Points to/holds up flag of 
Italy and makes a gesture to 
indicate ‘what’s this?’

Italy
Look at 
flag/think/ 
remember

2-4 sec

Which country?

Alternate pointing to/holding 
up flags of Italy and Korea 
while making a gesture to 
indicate ‘what’s this?’

Italy or Korea (as 
correct)

Look at 
flag/think/ 
remember

10-12 sec

Which country?

Alternate pointing to/holding 
up flags of Italy and Korea 
while pointing to one group 
of students to answer

One group 
answers 
correctly: Italy or 
Korea
Other students 
listen

Look at 
flag/think/ 
remember

2-5 sec

Repeat for each group Respond 
correctly

Look at 
flag/think/ 
remember

2-5 sec X 4-8 
groups

Sequence D: Checking for 
comprehension

Is this the flag of 
Korea? Holds up the flag of Germany No

Look at 
flag/think/ 
remember

2-5 sec

Is this the flag of 
Korea? Holds up the flag of Korea. Yes

Look at 
flag/think/ 
remember

2-5 sec

Is this 
________? Holds up each flag Respond 

correctly

Look at 
flag/think/ 
remember

2-5 sec per 
flag

Repeat A Above for Germany

Repeat B Above for Germany

Repeat A Above for USA

Repeat B Above for USA

Repeat C Above for All 4 countries (pair work)
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Repeat D Above for All 4 countries

Repeat A Above for Canada

Repeat B Above for Canada

Repeat A Above for Arabia

Repeat B Above for Arabia

Repeat A Above for France

Repeat B Above for France

Repeat C Above for All 7 countries (pair work)

D check for understanding

REPEAT  in the 
following order: 
Germany, USA, 
Germany, USA, 
Korea, Italy, 
Germany, USA;  
(by keeping the 
same order there 
is less taxing of 
working memory)  
until all countries 
have been 
mentioned

Points to/holds up 
appropriate flags and makes 
a gesture to indicate ‘what’s 
this?’

Answer correctly
Look at flag/
thinkand  
remember

15-20 sec

Sequence E: Greater challenge- 
Create a short activity for 
students to practice the words

Pair Work Motion for students to make 
pairs

Move into 
standing in 
pairs

2-5 sec

Each group has a 
set of flag cards

Show two cards while 
distributing sets of flag cards 
to each pair

Listen Watch 2-5 sec

Call one student 
to front

Stand by student to model 
the activity

One student 
speaks; others 
listen

Watch 2-5 sec

Show your partner 
one card and ask 

“what’s this?”

Model by holding a card up 
for the student-volunteer

One student 
answers; others 
listen

Watch 2-5 sec

Repeat 2-3 times
Model by answering the 
name of the flag that the 
student chooses to show

One student 
answers; others 
listen

Watch 2-5 sec

Change roles Give student volunteer the 
flag cards Listen. Watch 2-5 sec

Guides with eyes and 
gestures

One student 
asks: What’s 
this?; others 
listen

Watch. 1-2 sec

Names the flag Observes all students for 
comprehension One student: Yes. Smile; watch 1-2 sec

Encourages and 
praises

Circulates to observe and 
help pairs

One member 
of pair asks: 
What’s this?

Holds a flag 1-2 sec

Encourages and 
praises

Circulates to observe and 
help pairs

Other member 
of pair answers 
correctly

Looks  at card 
of flag 1-2 sec

Encourages and 
praises

Circulates to observe and 
help pairs Change roles Change roles 1+ minutes

D check for understanding What’s this?

Points to/holds up 
appropriate flags and makes 
a gesture to indicate ‘what’s 
this?’

Answer correctly
Look at flag/
thinkand  
remember

15-20 sec

Planet Eigo
¥4,000 non AJET member *
¥3,000 AJET member *

Planet Eigo is a collection of lesson plans and help-
ful teaching methods specifically designed for 
team-teaching in Japan. In addition to lesson plans, 
activities and games, Planet Eigo includes nearly 
100 pages of detailed explanations on Team Teach-
ing, Learning Theory, Instructional Planning and 
even has a section dedicated to teaching in Ele-
mentary Schools. Planet Eigo is also written with 
English and Japanese side by side, and is spiral 
bound for easy photocopying.

Foxy Phonics
¥2,000 non AJET member *
¥1,500 AJET member *

Studies show that learning phonics in the begin-
ning stages of language instruction is important for 
proper language development. Starting with the 
basic sounds, this book teaches phonics of English 
to students with over 100 worksheets, illustrations, 
phonics activities, and tongue twisters. This book 
is sure to set katakana English in its place.

Foxy Phonics and Planet Eigo can be 
ordered via email  publications@ajet.net

GET BOTH BOOKS 
FOR  ¥4,000*

AJET BOOKS

* Plus shipping and packing
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Top Tech Tips From 
@ iKurisuteen’s
If you’re like me and want to use technology in 
your teaching to aid students’ learning, you need to 
take things step by step. Consider that your great 
ideas can overwhelm your colleagues, students, 
and yourself because technology takes time and 
doesn’t always go as planned.

Top tip 1
Have Simple Goals
In other words...
Have simple goals for your lesson rather than try-
ing to fit a lot of tools and ideas into one lesson.

Top tip 2
Have Clear Expectations
In other words...
Give clear expectations to your students and 
explain the assignment or project, preferably in a 
step-by-step process.

Top tip 3
Know Your Students’ Language Level
In other words...
Choose and introduce appropriate tools and ideas 
according to your students’ language ability.

Top tip 4
Know Your Students’ Digital Literacy Level
In other words...
Pick tools and share ideas that are not too young 
or old for your students. For example, if your stu-
dents are under 13, make sure you involve the par-
ents, especially if you are using tools that ask for 
students’ personal information.

Top tip 5
Always Have a Backup Plan
In other words...
Technology needs planning 
and time, so make sure you 
have a backup plan.

Top tip 6
Think Long-Term
In other words...
Use tools that you may want 
your students to know about 
in a future lesson or beyond 
school.

Keep it simple and 
choose your goal first, 
not the technology.

I want to leave you with a great tool to use with 
your students called BrainPop. It offers your stu-
dents another way to hear and learn English 
through the use of videos.

BrianPop  www.brainpop.com
BrianPop ESL  www.brainpopesl.com
BrianPop Jr.  www.brainpopjr.com

Caution While Using the Videos!

!!! In some of the videos, the speech is fast, so 
make sure to use the “Closed Captioning” option 
and pick your video according to the language abil-
ity of your students.

!!! There are only a couple of videos in each sub-
ject that are free.

!!! Don’t just play the videos. Make a lesson, 
assignment, or project so that the students will 
understand the content more.

Christine Usyak is a Professional Learning Coach 
based in Tokyo, Japan. She consults with educa-
tors worldwide in presenting, networking, collabo-
rating, and learning about educational technology. 
She focuses her research on handheld devices, 
networking teachers, and Internet safety.

Find her social networking on:
Website  http://kurisuteen.com
Facebook  www.facebook.com/christineusyak
Twitter  http://twitter.com/ikurisuteen
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The Year in Haiku: 2011
Sarah Jane Blenkhorn

hasty thoughts, dashed off
and flung away, thrown to you
these are my haiku

Last January, pondering yet another gray and 
faded Shimane winter, I whimsically posted my 
first haiku on Facebook, boasting that I would post 
for the whole year in haiku. It was just idle talk, but 
then my best friend wrote back, joking that she 
couldn’t imagine me writing more than ten haiku. 
The gauntlet was tossed – and taken up. Now 
2011, with all of its highs and lows and moments 
of awesome beauty and terrible loneliness, is over. 
However, I am left with a unique record of the year, 
in these tiny wisps of poetry, over six hundred 
in all. I didn’t set myself the goal of one a day. I 
simply wrote when the moment took me – on long 
walks and train rides, during school assemblies, on 
sunny days and rainy ones. Some of them, frankly, 
were terrible. But there are many I treasure, and 
choosing just a few to show you was difficult. 

Please enjoy this year in poetry. 
1
2. January dawn
puzzling dreams shatter and fade
can’t get out of bed…
01.04

10. gently falling snow
did violence to the trees
weight on weight on weight
 01.10

27. a boy in the class
sees a map of Canada
dreams of northern lights 01.21

38. icing sugar snow
crunches underfoot, sifts down
swirls under streetlights 01.31

2
42. running on ice the 
sure-footed Canadian
hasn't fallen – yet 02.01

46. aikido tonight
dreaming of throwing sensei
while my poor toes freeze 02.02

60. on the cold dawn air
the shivering sound of bells
from an unseen shrine 02.11

62. grim February
the cupids twist their arrows
some have loved and lost 02.14

66. plum trees in bloom
tight buds and shy white flowers
spring on the river 02.20

3
88. long-fingered clouds clutch
at the Cheshire Cat moon
but can not catch it 03.08

98. please don't worry, Mum
the earthquake was far away
I'm perfectly safe 03.11

99. TV tsunami
crawls and swallows as it burns
shocking images 03.12

100. eight million gods
wrapped arms around Shimane
to protect it 03.12

105. last year's empty web
broken, dusty but still strong
(its maker, long gone) 03.14

118. thirty children wait 
in a cold room, for parents
who will never come 03.19

128. cold on the river
sharing the same long tree limb
one heron, two ducks 03.23

140. sensei's baseball club
threw him in the air, cheering –
until they dropped him 03.25

158. yellow crocuses
by the tea house this morning
thinking of my home 03.29

4
162. Kyoto-bound, leaving
Senjuin's cherry tree to
flower without me 04.02

78     December 2011

THE AJET 
CONNECT 
MONTHLY 
HAIKU 
CONTEST

Create a haiku?
and maybe even a few?
don’t mind if I do…

Whether you’re an experienced poet, 
or have never written poetry before, 
let inspiration strike and send us 
your haiku! Every month we accept 
haikus from JETs across Japan. 
Readers can vote on the best, and 
the winning entry will be entered 
into the annual contest next spring!
 
Voting is underway now - 
please vote for your choice.

Start counting out the 
words and composing! 

image via shutterstock.com
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510. scrawled in the margins
a student's pencilled message
says: "I am legend." 11.09

529. the turtles are gone,
the moat, strewn with crimson 
leaves - 
a time for dreaming 11.21

534. white paper lanterns
light shrine gates, fending off 
night
to welcome lost souls 11.23 

535. sizzling hiss of meat
laughter surrounds the hot grill
the clink of beer mugs 11.23 

12
567. from my neigbour's eaves
fat Daikoku peers, beaming
luck on this old house 12.06 

575. this blinding herald
writhes and sears the dark night 
sky
year of the Dragon 12.08

586. hmm, it's beginning
to look a lot like Christmas
everywhere I go 12.16

587. baked sweet potato
soft, fleshy treat, tightly 
wrapped
warm in the pocket 12.16

600. gentle touch of rain
a timid courtship, rebuffed
for its chilly fingers 12.21

602. a bitter cold night
yet we eat, drink and are merry
forgetting the year 12.23

612. still Orion runs
in the black of a year's end
catching at cold stars 12.29

Sarah Jane Blenkhorn lives in 
Shimane, Japan. A second-
year JET, she has been living 
in Japan for almost five years. 
If you see her mumbling and 
counting on her fingers with a 
distracted air, you know what 
she’s doing.

194. the copier hums
a deep sustained note
like a church organ 04.15

196. shirts on the clothesline
sway together in the breeze
evoking Motown 04.17

205. a crown of lead
heavy on the distant hills
a grey rainfall 04.28

212. turtles don't like rain
perhaps because they are
built like drums 04.30

5
217. dark streets, dim windows,
inky moat, haunted bridges
a ghost story night 05.04

222. a young boy, fishing,
casting in a high, smooth arc
caught me and my bike 05.07

248. a fat moon listens
to the spring peepers' night 
chorus
the bullfrog sings bass 05.18

253. smouldering mountains
giving up last night's rain
in little breaths 05.19
 
259. lovely creatures, swans...
but beware! for they are such
bitchy, bitchy birds 05.26

265. a kind of blue day
Miles Davis, soft and slow
jazz swirling in rain 05.29

6
270. fortune, left behind
tied to a tree near the shrine
"give up on true love" 06.05

282. the earth moved last night
I wish I could say that this
was a metaphor 06.17

296. bare feet, knees drawn up
quiet Japanese rainfall
peace in the evening 06.22

298. on one side, the lake
on the other, the mountain
a breeze blows between 06.23

307. planted in new earth
this Canadian snowdrop
wilts in scorching heat 06.30

7
313. a rain washed birthday
each day life brings new 
pleasures
the road, still winding 07.02

333. the trees are alive
the cicada's pulsing song
penetrates the air 07.18

341. she washed my face clean
then curled up on my hipbone
little calico 07.29

343. two on a scooter
into the wind, through lush hills
leaning into curves 07.29

8
352. Kamakura beach
sunset haze and crashing waves
far from the temples 08.03

359. a youth on the road
sees a colt in the pasture
two wild things, fenced in 08.09

363. the first tomato
fresh from the garden, sweet, 
ripe
indescribable 08.11

366. the cat purrs and kneads
his whiskers hung with 
cobwebs
I need to dust more... 08.17

369. percussive thunder
lightning forks across the bay
the air, uneasy 08.21

373. city to city
we fly these vast distances
leaping like angels 08.22

9
392. stealthy ninja clouds
steal over the mountain walls
the typhoon's advance 09.01

394. first taste of lychee
dark skin, slippery white flesh
sweet juices explode 09.01

408. my dark moon-lit street
behind an old paper screen
a wooden flute trills 09.05

418. racing dragonflies
my bike and I, wheels spinning
making our own breeze 09.11

422. harvest moon tonight
full and red, floating on seas
of tattered silver 09.12

436. feathered fisherman
watches for a silver flash
an elegant death 09.26

10
444. curling on the air 
woodsmoke and the smell of 
time
a pattering rain 10.05

452. a song of pure joy,
sweet and high, from the 
darkness –
a bell cricket, caged 10.08

468. another leaf falls
despite the glorious day
a crow calls 'too soon' 10.13

479. pumpkin waits, grinning
humble vegetable by day
a demon by night 10.26

11
492. when the sun has set
and the crooked half moon grins 
(empty arms, waiting) 11.01

503. barefoot in the rain
he played for us (and the ducks)
singing peace and love 11.06

Ownership/ Use Rights:
Haiku authors retain the rights to their haiku. By entering the contest, the authors agree to have their submitted 
haiku published in the AJET Connect magazine, displayed on the AJET website and posted on AJET Facebook 
sites. Haiku will be credited to the author named in the entry form. 

Entries due February 20, 2012
Submissions should be original haiku accompanied by:

your name1_ 
your mailing address (this will not be published)2_ 
your JET number (this will not be published) 3_ 
written in English or Japanese (if written in Japanese, your haiku must be accompanied by 4_ 
furigana and an English translation)

Contestants may submit one haiku (per category) each month. This contest is for JET participants 
only.  Current National AJET council members are not eligible to enter. 

Send your entries to contest@ajet.net
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& beauty
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Don’t all jump at the sale

Like many JETs, I ditched my sub-zero house and 
spent my winter holiday back home. For me, this 
was back in the United Kingdom, where I spent 
the majority of my time bring extremely disorgan-
ised and rushing between Carnaby Street, Covent 
Garden and Paddington, diving into gorgeous little 
cafes for coffee and seeing old friends (bliss). But 
in between engagements, I also managed to get 
some shopping done. Or at least, I tried. Turns out 
sales aren’t quite so exciting if you’re not actually 
going to make proper use of your spoils. Last year, 
I’d have fought tooth and nail to get, say, the last 
bright orange shift with the outsized leather pock-
ets in COS. This year, I didn’t bat an eyelid. In fact, 
I outstared the dresses and moved on. I even vis-
ited Biscester Village and flicked through the oh-so-
tempting displays in Vivienne Westwood. Nothing. 
Mostly because I was thinking something akin to, 

“I can’t wear this at work. Not unless I actively want 
to make myself look ridiculous. And even though 
Tokyo is practically my second home in Japan, I 
can’t kid myself into believing I actually live there.” 
So, I came away with nothing but shoes and ‘sen-
sible’ (urgh) workwear. 

I may sound peeved, but even at the time, it was 
quite refreshing to stand aside from the rails and 
watch other shoppers sneakily jab their competi-
tors away with stilettos and fight over the one 
remaining sheer mesh top with the cutaway. Liv-
ing away from home makes you think twice about 
diving headfirst into a frenzy in which you can’t 
fully participate. After returning to rural Yamanashi 
and settling back into my beloved ramshackle 
house (with a giant vegetable patch for a neigh-
bour), I hit the local – ahem – fashion hotspot: the 
large Aeon mall in Kofu. Again, nothing. Possibly 
because I’d realised back home that many of the 
high street trends in Japan are, in fact, global and 
buying them now, right this very second, etc, isn’t 
necessary. Fur-lined gloves, for example, or netted 
maxi skirts. In short: don’t get carried away. And 
think about what certain pieces will contribute to 
both your wardrobe here and your wardrobe back 
home. As Josiah Hussey illustrates in this month’s 
feature, the Japanese fashion sphere is a wonder-
fully individualistic mine of avant-gardeism. And 
like the world all over, it can also be extremely fad-
dish, making it both beguiling and distracting at the 
same time. Be selective, keep a clear head, and 
dig for the gold. 

Annabella Massey is a first year UK ALT based in 
Yamanashi Prefecture. 
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victims of the disaster. The T-shirt features a hand-
drawn child in black, green and red and has been 
described as “full of charm and optimism”. This 
shirt will work nicely underneath a bold blazer and 
tucked into a skirt, and it’s a simple way to sponta-
neously stop and donate while shopping. Hopefully 
it will trigger some buyers into giving greater sums 
of money to the cause, and remember, the Uniqlo 
charity T-shirts by ten world personalities (e.g. Karl 
Lagerfeld and Lady Gaga) raised 1.2 billion yen 
for the efforts.  According to Marni founder Con-
suelo Castiglioni, the mood of the collaboration will 
be “modern tribal” (this descriptor irks me, but I’ll 
assume it’s well intended and let it slide...) mixed 
with “Bauhaus graphic adding sporty utilitarian ele-
ments”. Expect the opportunity to begin colour 
blocking some very distinctive and recognizable full 
pleated skirts, cropped trousers and jacquard knits. 
We are told that men will be getting “softened col-
ours and fabrics” for a “relaxed take on menswear 
staples that is truly Marni.” The announcement of 
the collaboration comes surprisingly soon after the 
teaming up of Versace and H&M, but H&M are a 
global company with a voluminous range, and nat-
urally, they work fast. Anticipate seeing hordes of 
eager shoppers camping outside the participat-
ing stores (and try sneaking in line yourself if you 
notice a you-sized gap). 

Louis Vuitton & Yayoi Kusama 
Collaboration Confirmed
 Yayoi Kusama’s work is worth getting very excited 
about – and this is coming from someone who 
doesn’t even usually like a ‘quirky’ polka dot over-
load. But Kusama and her disorienting strain of 
the pattern are very different: her polka dots are 

obsessive, surreal and psychologically loaded to 
the core. From February, she’ll be exhibiting in 
the UK’s Tate Modern, and I’m sorry to have just 
missed it. Kusama’s projected inner landscape is 
entirely distinctive and always charged: see her 
unending sequences of dots and nets; her gargan-
tuan flowers as open-air sculptures; her sea of mir-
rored balls, some floating in mid-space; her own 
Kusuma’s Self-Obliteration.   Marc Jacobs, the cre-
ative director of Louis Vuitton, has been “a long-
time fan of Kusama”, according to his spokesper-
son. A collaboration between the artist and the 
designer will be released in early July this year 
and will include leather products, shoes, ready-to-
wear, and accessories. Louis Vuitton has pulled off 
a number of successful artist collaborations in pre-
vious years (Takeshi Murakami and Richard Prince) 
under Jacob’s direction. Both Jacobs and Kusama 
have chosen wisely, though she herself isn’t inex-
perienced when it comes to commercial ventures. 
In the past, she has worked with Audi and collabo-
rated with Issey Miyake. She also opened her own 
fashion boutique in the late 60’s; incidentally, at a 
time when her “happenings” were triggering media 
outrage – she was painting nude bodies with polka 
dots in city streets and photographing the results.   
Of course, this collaboration with Louis Vuitton is 
likely to sit firmly in the realm of light pop-art rather 
than that of psychological trauma. And when you’re 
designing handbags, you probably don’t want any-
thing else. Nevertheless, in her own words: “Red, 
green and yellow polka dots can be the circles rep-
resenting the earth, the sun, or the moon. Their 
shapes and what they signify do not really mat-
ter. I paint polka dots on the bodies of people, and 
with those polka dots, the people will self-obliter-
ate and return to the nature of the universe.” (from 

“Infinity Nets”, by Yayoi Kusama).  “Yayoi Kusama: 
Eternity of Eternal Eternity” is currently showing at 
the National Museum of Art, Osaka. 07.01.2012 - 
08.04.2012. http://www.asahi.com/kusama/  

Annabella Massey is a first year UK ALT based in 
Yamanashi Prefecture. 

Photo sources:   Marni and H&M T-shirt Pic of T-shirt 
Photo: Telegraph.co.uk  Pic of model Photo: Elle.com  
Laduree & Albion: Macarons pic Photo: Ladurée.fr  Cos-
metics pic: todaytrends.be  Yayoi Kusama & Louis Vuitton 
Photo: Yayoi Kusama

2012: the year of 
collaborations galore
Annabella Massey

Les Merveilleuses de Ladurée 
Ladurée, the French confectionary house, and 
Albion, the Japanese makeup company under Kosé, 
have collaborated to produce Les Merveilleuses de 
Ladurée, an ornate and thoroughly delectable line 
of cosmetics. Unashamedly girly and appealing to 
inner fairy-tale princesses, this range features gold 
and white cameos, intricate rose petals crafted out 
of pressed powder, and twenty different shades 
of exquisite blush. Les Merveilleuses de Ladurée 
will ultimately be released on a global scale from 
autumn 2012, but it was first unveiled in Japan on 
January 29th.   Ladurée is famous world-wide (stop 
by their gorgeous stores in Ginza and Nihonbashi) 
and their iconic pastel macarons have become an 
instantly recognisable evocation of Paris. Present-
ing their audience with curious flavours such as 
lily of the valley, caramel with salted butter, and 
bergamot, Ladurée are undeniably experienced in 
merging delicacy with innovation (and they always 
come up with fabulous packaging, as these pic-
tures show). Incidentally, Albion also produces the 
beauty lines for Paul and Joe, Anna Sui and Jill Stu-
art.   It’s difficult to keep track of the number of 
fashion collaborations nowadays. A huge number 
have already been announced for 2012, Jason Wu 
for Target being one of many. Sadly, I’ve often 
been disappointed when I actually see the offer-
ings up close (Lanvin for H&M, by any chance?) 

though admittedly, I’m very excited about Mary 
Katrantzou for Topshop, which seems true to her 
main line and, at just fourteen pieces, is very small. 
But neither Ladurée nor Albion are compromising 
their standards and imagination simply to make 
their products more accessible and the results are 
fanciful and charming.  

Marni & H&M Red Cross T-shirt 
The international launch of the Marni for H&M col-
laboration is set to take place on March 8th, but 
images of the unisex T-shirt designed to raise funds 
for the Japanese earthquake appeal have already 
been released. Approximately 25% of the sales 
will go to the Red Cross to provide relief for the 
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lost in the simple experience of being there. For 
me, it would be “8 Café” in Kofu’s (very) humble 
fashion district. Time is both frozen and ephemeral: 
the act of enjoying gourmet coffee with a whimsi-
cally decorated tart becomes as ceremonial as mix-
ing a bowl of macha for kneeling guests. The out-
side world becomes transient and murky like an 
impressionist painting as you take part in “people-
watching”. There goes a kid in harem pants and 
a cape; a career woman with a cheetah-print col-
lar; high school students; the out-of-place West-
erner, and those abhorrent postal and electrician 
uniforms.

Everyone’s heard the ubiquitous and often cited 
Japanese proverb – “the nail which sticks out gets 
hit down” – used to discuss the distance between 
individuality and the Japanese psyche. However, 
this is a partial fallacy. Japanese fashion is highly 
individualistic by way of breaking groups down into 
niche markets, facilitating higher standards in each 
respective clique. That is to say, you can’t just wear 
suede fringe boots and call yourself a “Mori Girl”. 
You actually have to be a full-fledged Pocahon-
tas. Disregarding those on the streets who have 

an obvious disinterest in fashion, the rest make a 
very clear statement: a manifesto for their personal 
style, which is ever-changing and evolving. Being 
an individual in Japan is part of the avant garde and 
it means committing yourself to a trend, school or 
following and cultivating your own sartorial history 
through experimentation. There are limitless niches 
or groups which reflect the throbbing pulse of a 
fashion market that is so different from American 
or European and even other Asian markets, and yet 
is notoriously hard to dismantle or define. When 
discussing world trends or styles, you can pref-
ace them with phrases such as “great American 
sportswear”, “Italian sensuality” or “British sophis-
tication”. Even French haute couture, often synony-
mous with the avant garde, is altogether different 
in that it places high priority on decadence (Gal-
liano and Gautier), whereas Japanese avant gard-
ism is seldom synonymous with haute couture and 
often focuses more on the design practice. When 
you think of Japanese style or use the word “Japa-
nese-y”, what do you mean? Do you mean the mili-
tantly feminist and asexual Comme De Garcons, or 
do you mean colour-blasted prints by BAPE? Is it 
Japanese minimalism (perhaps a rock garden or a 
boutique with only three things on the rack), or is it 
more about Harajuku and the concept of “kawaii”? 
Think about it at a great local café.

Josiah Hussey is a first year ALT from Canada living 
and working in Kofu City, Yamanashi Prefecture.

Sitting at a café is the 
new tea ceremony
Josiah Hussey

I remember being fourteen when I watched the 
first season of “America’s Next Top Model” back 
in the earlier days of reality television, and before 
Tyra Banks became the media titan she is today. 
What sticks out in my mind from that series was 
how she had each room in the house named after 
a different “fashion city”, Tokyo being the “City of 
Avant Garde fashion”. There are no official docu-
ments, or flags lining the streets, or literature pre-
senting Tokyo as an official fashion capital (as with 
New York, Paris or London), but it does enjoy an 
unofficial status with a cult following and usually 
falls between 15-8 in world rankings;. This was 
only exacerbated by Gwen Stefani a decade ago. 
It’s my opinion, however, that these types of loose 
discussions or shallow and anthropological attach-
ments to foreign culture not only do a disservice to 
the quality of the work, but also hinders a proper 
understanding of Japanese “style”, as well of the 
avant garde in general. It has been a personal mis-
sion of mine for some time now to get to the bot-
tom of this. More importantly, I’m seeking mean-
ing for the phrase “It’s very Japanese.” 

In discussing the Japanese avant garde, Ogawa 
Tamaki, a Japanese actress and commentator on 
cultural affairs, once said, “A good coffee shop 
is a place in the midst of ordinary life, but where 
the atmosphere and the flows of time is out of the 

ordinary. In that sense it may be similar to Japa-
nese tea ceremony.” What Ms. Ogawa means by 
this is that “avant gardism”, which seems to be a 
word often associated with Japanisme in art his-
torical discourse, means something different now 
than it did before. That is to say: those ancient arts 
such as tea ceremony and kabuki were the height 
of the avant garde before modernism, and it is in 
these arts that we find the keys to an understand-
ing of today. Japan has been an example of global 
avant gardism for decades now, with internationally 
successful brands such as Yohji Yamamoto, Issey 
Miyake and Comme Des Garcons, and has become 
even more pronounced with the Japanese/British 
hybrid brand, Eley Kishimoto. These brands have 
mastered the art of having clothing flow away from 
the body, using unconventional materials￥and con-
struction methods (see Miyake’s “Pleats Please”) 
and completely schooling the Western world with 
the classic “all black collection”. However, by defi-
nition, the French term “avant garde” means “van-
guard” or “experimental”, and more recently, has 
come to reference innovation. But what’s experi-
mental or innovative about the 70’s, 80’s and 90’s? 
To be experimental, one can appropriate past eras, 
but one must also be moving forward and question 
mainstream values in some meaningful sense. In 
postmodern thinking, the avant garde can now be 
considered “retro”. If you’re confused, it’s a good 
sign; this isn’t supposed to be an easy concept. 

To understand these notions, go back to Ms. 
Ogawa’s assertion and think of a good coffee shop 
in your local metropolitan area where you can get 
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This section is proudly supported 
by theartofmanliness.com
The Art of Manliness site is authored by hus-
band and wife team, Brett and Kate McKay. 
It features articles on helping men be better 
husbands, better fathers, and better men. In 
their search to uncover the lost art of manli-
ness, they look to the past to find examples of 
manliness in action. They analyze the lives of 
great men who knew what it meant to “man 
up” and hopefully learn from them. And they 
talk about the skills, manners, and principles 
that every man should know. Since beginning 
in January 2008, The Art of Manliness has 
already gained 100,000+ subscribers and con-
tinues to grow each week.

Why the Art of Manliness?
The idea for the Art of Manliness came about 
as Brett was standing in a Borders bookstore 
looking at the men’s magazines section. It 
seemed that the content in these magazines 
were continually going downhill, with more 
and more articles about sex and how to get 
six pack abs. Was this all there was to being 
a man?

And as he looked around at the men his age, 
it seemed that many were shirking responsi-
bility and refusing to grow up. They had lost 
the confidence, focus, skills, and virtues that 
men of the past had embodied and were a lit-
tle lost. The feminism movement did some 
great things, but it also made men confused 
about their role and no longer proud of the vir-
tues of manliness. This, coupled with the fact 
that many men were raised without the influ-
ence of a good father, has left a generation 
adrift as to what it means to be an honorable, 
well-rounded man.

Talking about honorable manliness was to Brett  
a niche seemingly not covered on the web or 
elsewhere, so he decided to start The Art of 
Manliness to talk about all things manly- both 
the serious and the fun, but with the ultimate 
eye toward encouraging readers to be better 
husbands, fathers, brothers, men.

He doesn’t claim to have all the answers, nor 
claim that he's an expert on all things manly. 
he started this blog not because he had all the 
answers to being a man, but because he wanted 
to explore the questions with other men.
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1.  Base Layer
Your cold weather base layer lies against your skin 
and is primarily meant to provide the first layer of 
insulation and most importantly deal with moisture 
removal.  Staying warm and active means occa-
sionally sweating, and sweating is bad if your cloth-
ing doesn’t allow it to move out and away from your 
skin.  Water on the skin in cold weather can turn 
deadly as it can lead to rapid heat loss, so ensure 
you use an inner layer that pulls sweat away from 
the body.

Old fashioned solutions mostly relied on garments 
made from loose wool strings, which absorbed the 
moisture and had enough thickness for it to soak 
toward the outside of the clothing.  More modern 
solutions use synthetic fibers in much the same way.

The process of drawing moisture away from the 
body is often referred to as “wicking.”  Athletic 
and specialty cold weather garments are the best 
balance between moisture wicking properties and 
thin, lightweight construction.  They add almost no 
bulk and if properly fitted allow extreme flexibility.

Your hands and feet need layers as well, and liner 
socks are key to any kind of warm weather out-
fit.  Camping stores sell these quite inexpensively 
so don’t skip on this purchase; wear them under 
thicker socks to keep your feet dry.  Fingerless liner 
gloves or very thin wool gloves make a useful base 
layer for the hands, where sweat is less of a con-
cern but an extra layer still adds warmth by trap-
ping air.

2.  Insulating Layer
The job of your main insulating layer is to trap in heat.

Natural fibers like goose down and wool have excel-
lent insulating properties.  They provide a lot of heat 
for reasonably light weight, which is a concern for 
more active cold weather situations like skiing or 
hiking.  Wool can absorb 30% of its weight and not 
feel wet and even continues to provide some insu-
lation when soaked, while down loses its effective-
ness when wet (but is lighter overall and has better 
insulating properties that wool).

Wool (to include cashmere and angora) sweaters 
are some of the dressiest options available that 
still provide serious winter warmth.  A good wool 
sweater paired with a regular cotton dress shirt 
makes for a functional insulating layer for around 
the town needs on seriously cold days.

“Performance fleece”–actually a trademarked term, 
but widely used these days to describe any arti-
ficial fleece garment–is lightweight and a proven 
insulator.  Its best property is that it continues to 
insulate when wet, but it offers little protection 
from the wind unless layered with a tightly woven, 
wind resistant fabric.  These are often among the 
least expensive and most widely available options 
for insulating layers.

Thick wool or fleece trousers make the best insu-
lating layer for your legs.  Over a base layer they’re 
extremely warm.  Jeans can serve as light pro-
tective wear, but they offer little if any insulating 
properties.  Men that live and work in cold weather 

A Man’s Guide to Cold 
Weather Dressing
Antonio Centeno  via artofmanliness.com

To pay my way through college, I worked as a tower 
hand for a tower services company in Cedar Rap-
ids. For three years I spent my weekends climb-
ing thousands of feet into the air to fix antennas, 
replace cables, and change light bulbs.

And that was the easy part– what I hated was the 
cold!

You see we did this year round–to include those 
Iowa winters where the temperature was freezing 
on the ground and even colder in the air, where 
winds would create wind chills easily below -20 
degrees Fahrenheit.

Climbing those towers covered with ice I learned 
very quickly how to dress for extreme cold weather. 
We had clothing needs similar to that of an out-
door athlete, as the climb up and the work was 
physically taxing and would cause sweating, while 
at other times we needed extra insulation as we 
would be sitting still for hours performing delicate 
tuning work.

In order to add to the lessons I learned in the 
field on how to stay warm in freezing conditions, 
I spoke with the cold weather dressing experts at 
Carol Davis Sportswear and Northern Outfitters. 
And today I’ll be sharing the advice I gleaned from 
those conversations with you.

Understanding Layering
The key to cold weather dressing is layering.
Let me repeat that: 
The key to cold weather dressing is layering.

Layering basically means just what it sounds like: 
wearing multiple layers of garments, one on top 
of the next.  Several lighter layers will keep you 
warmer than one very thick one–air is trapped 
between each layer and warmed by your body, sur-
rounding you with a self-generated heat shield that 
insulates you from the cold.

Of course, some types of clothing do a better job 
than others.  Layering regular street clothing until it 
will keep you warm in sub-zero temperatures will 
leave you so bulky that you might as well roll to 
wherever you’re going.  That’s not our goal.

Instead, seek out the right clothing for each layer 
and then use it accordingly for optimum cold 
weather insulation protection.

Experts break layering into three sections:

1) the base layer 
2) the insulating layer 
3) the outer protection layer

Let’s cover each layer in detail.

http://www.realmenrealstyle.com/mens-thermal-underwear/
http://www.cdsportswear.com/
http://www.northernoutfitters.com/
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and down.  Two to three thin layers of warm jack-
ets and leggings are ideal, topped off with an insu-
lated headband and some weather-proofed gloves.

An outer/shell layer with its own insulation may 
be ideal for cold weather active situations since it 
can be worn during idle time, set-up of equipment, 
walking or other transportation, etc., and then 
removed when the intense activity starts.

Cold Weather Non-Active 
Snowmobiling, Hunting, Etc.
Men who are going to be sitting still for long periods 
need gear that’s more focused on trapping warmth 
and less on letting moisture and air breathe out.

Serious cold weather gear for people who are out 
all day (and not exercising hard) relies on thick insu-
lating layers and a weatherproofed shell.  If water 
isn’t a concern, a down layer paired with thinner 
wool layers and an artificial-fiber shell is perfect.

More layers are also needed, including on the 
feet and hands.  A couple different thicknesses of 
socks, with a moisture-wicking liner sock, and a 
thick, insulated boot keeps the feet warm.  Thin 
gloves should go under a thicker pair, which can 
in turn go into an insulated (and cuffed) pair of mit-
tens that stay on until manual dexterity is needed.

Cold Weather Business Dress
Most office jobs don’t require a man to spend too 
much time outside in the winter.  But if you hap-
pen to need to look a little sharp and it’s twenty 
below, what do you do?

Layering, as usual, is key.  Wear your usual dress 
shirt and tie over a long-sleeved, moisture-wicking 
underlayer — cotton traps moisture well enough 
that you don’t want it against your body.  A thin 
sweater on top of that (cashmere gives excellent 
warmth while remaining lightweight and compact) 
can go under a heavy worsted wool jacket.  Wool 
trousers can be matched as a suit or odd trousers, 
and should go over good, thick long johns.

Wear the longest and heaviest wool overcoat you 
can find on top of it all, and if things get extreme, 
consider getting it treated with a DWR (durable 
water repellant), GOR-TEX, or similar coating.  Thin 
dress socks in wool/synthetic blends are available 
at most camping stores these days, in conserva-
tive colors, and can be worn over a liner sock with 
your dress shoes.  An insulated headband under a 
dress hat of the same color is usually presentable, 
or just wear a plain, dark stocking cap.

The Importance of Fit
Fit is important in winter wear as your layering 
clothes still have to allow freedom of movement–
one poor fitting garment can restrict your ability to 
ski or work freely.

Your base layer should always be as closely fitted 
as possible.  It’s there to absorb moisture from 

areas stay away from jeans unless they’ve been 
lined with an inner insulating layer.

3.  Protective Layer
Your outer layer is the shell that keeps all the inner 
layers protected from the elements.  It’s usually 
(though not always) a single layer, and doesn’t nec-
essarily have to have any insulation.

The most important consideration for your pro-
tective layer is that it traps air and stops wind.  It 
should also be breathable enough to allow moisture 
out–you don’t want your sweat trapped under your 
shell with you.  That means that most outer layers 
are water-resistant but not fully water-proofed.

Most serious cold-weather shells are designed 
as outdoor gear.  They don’t tend to have a lot of 
fashionable styling.  If you’re primarily interested in 
dress or business clothing that can provide warmth 
as well, there are treated wool overcoats that have 
a windproofed layer or treatment with GOR-TEX 
and similar materials.  Alternatively, buy your parka 
or shell in the plainest, darkest design you can find 
and don’t worry about it too much–once the tem-
perature drops below zero people start making 
allowances for more functional-looking styles.

The outer layer also includes protection for your 
extremities.  A layer of weather-proofed gloves 
or mittens and a wool stocking cap are the bare 
minimum of protection.  An insulated headband, a 
scarf, and good winter boots also help.  Waterproof 

hiking boots work up to a point, but in really cold 
weather the best winter boots are soft-sided, nat-
ural fiber-lined pieces with built-in insulation and 
thick, flexible soles.

I would like to note many cultures still make use 
of “skins” as natural outer protective layers.  Any 
American visiting Ukraine during the winter will 
notice 1) that no one de-ices the sidewalks and 2) 
that everyone seems to own a large fur coat and 
ushanka.

Your Unique Situational Needs
Not all cold weather gear serves the same func-
tion.  Someone who’s going dog sledding for a 
week needs a very different set-up from someone 
who wants to keep walking to work once the tem-
perature drops below zero.

Cold Weather Active 
Running, Cross-Country Skiing, Etc.
Winter sports enthusiasts need gear that’s light-
weight as well as insulating and weatherproof.  
Dedicated joggers may even wind up skipping 
the outer shell layer entirely since their body tem-
perature will stay high, they’ll be out for a limited 
amount of time, and breathability is key to comfort.  
Obviously, this only works for men who can step 
outside, do their activity, and step immediately 
back into a warm shelter.  Anyone without that lux-
ury will need the outer layer.

High-performance outdoor gear makes the best 
active cold weather gear.  Synthetic fibers can pro-
vide much lighter-weight comfort than heavy wool 

http://www.atailoredsuit.com/mens-overcoats-topcoats.html
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your skin, and it needs to be touching your body to 
do that effectively.  Most good Under Armor-style 
garments have elastic or other stretchable material 
in them to allow a skintight fit.

Insulating layers should be stacked from the thin-
nest and tightest to the thickest and loosest.  A 
light wool sweater doesn’t provide effective insu-
lation if it’s stretched out over a puffy down vest.  
Wear multiple layers when you go to buy heavy 
winter jackets and other insulating garments to 
make sure they fit over all the layers you’ll be wear-
ing in serious cold weather situations.

Shells should have a little looseness between 
them and the insulating layers.  This helps with air-
flow and also with wetness–a water-resistant (but 
not fully waterproofed) surface is most likely to 
leak through when it presses against the clothes 
beneath it.

Cold Weather Gear – Piece by Piece
Hats
Insulated headbands for active exercise and warmer/
sunnier days.  Stocking caps for colder weather and 
stationary or light exercise.  Balaclavas/ski masks for 
the coldest and windiest days–bring a couple, since 
they get wet and lose their effectiveness over time 
from your breath.

Goggles
Important protection from wind, which can make 
eyes tear up and lashes freeze.  Dark lenses may also 
be needed if there’s lots of snow and sun.

Scarves
Vital wind protection.  Always have one tucked under 
the shell layer.

Parkas
Big, insulated outer layers that reach down to the 
knees or lower.  The most intense of outer layers.  
Bulky but very effective.  Almost always include a 
hood for extra warmth.

Ski Jackets
Waist-length insulated jackets with a waterproofed or 
water-resistant exterior.  Thinner and lighter than par-
kas, making them a little more versatile.

Weatherproof Shells
Soft garments made of treated fabric that stop wind 
and water but have little or no insulation of their own.  
Useful lightweight protection to pair with thick insu-
lation layers.

Sweaters
A standard insulation layer.  Wool is the best–thick, 
natural wool with the lanolin still in it is extremely 
durable and water-resistant, while lighter cashmere 
wool makes very lightweight garments that still pro-
vide good insulation.

Performance Fleece
Excellent for cold weather exercise.  Very breathable, 
but not windproof at all, and tends to be bulky.

Snow Pants
Big, insulated pants (usually overall-style) with a 
waterproof or water resistant outer layer.  Bulky but 
extremely warm.  Made to fit over regular trousers.

Wool Trousers
Useful as both dress clothes and cold weather gear.  
Thicker wools add more warmth and can handle more 
wetness.

Flannel-lined Pants
Common in blue jeans and other work clothes.  Adds 
a layer of insulation to regular, functional pants.  Basi-
cally worthless when wet, however.

Snow Boots
Soft-sided boots with flexible soles and insulation on 
the insides.  Usually waterproof.

Wool Socks
Vital layer for the feet.  Can come quite thin in wool/
synthetic blends, but the extra padding of thick wool 
socks helps trap more air for warmth.

Liner Socks
Synthetic socks meant to be worn under warmer socks.  
Useful for wicking moisture away from the feet.

Long Underwear
Wool or synthetic (or a blend of both).  Makes a huge 
difference in keeping the legs warm.

Under Armor (and similiar type garments):
Athletic-style moisture-wicking undershirts.  Vastly 
preferable to plain cotton undershirts, which trap 
moisture and stay clammy.

Wool Gloves
Thin sock-style gloves used as an extra layer below 
thick gloves or mittens.

Ski Gloves
Or basic winter gloves; fingered gloves with padded 
insulation and weatherproof exteriors.

Josh Del Pino     Izumo, Shimane

Classroom:  I took this photo on the day of a sports day.  It was a rare day 
when the students were present, but the classrooms were empty.

This month’s winners will be entered in the yearly Photo and 
Haiku winners, where they will be eligible to win a prize.

On the horizon
Bigger than the summer sun
Is the autumn moon

Julia Mace

December Photo Contest Winner

December Haiku Contest Winners
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ENTERTAINMENT

If it's February, it must mean that romance is 
in the air... The annual schmaltz-fest that is Val-
entine's Day has long offered an opportunity 
for couples everywhere to declare their love 
for each other, whether it be in the form of 
whisking their partners off for a candlelit din-
ner in Paris or by sending an e-card containing 
a semi-amusing pun on parts of the body.

Even in Japan, where February 14th insti-
gates a kind of confectionary one-upmanship 
between the opposite sexes, Valentine's Day 
gives an opportunity to make a romantic ges-
ture without saying a word.  Which is fairly 
handy for those of us whose Nihongo is still a 
little on the 'heta' side...

This month, in celebration of all things amo-
rous, we take a look at ten of the best love 
films from around the world which make for 
perfect viewing whilst you're snuggling under 
the kotatsu with your beau fighting over who 
can have the last hazelnut whirl.

In addition we examine some quirky facts 
about Japan's favourite musical pastime 
and review some useful apps for your smart 
phone.

We are always looking for contributors for this 
section, so if you have read a brilliant book, 
seen a fabulous film or heard an amazing 
album, send us a review!

Have a fantastic February!

Chris Barstow is a first year ALT in Yamagata 
Prefecture.  He is looking forward to snapping 
up half price chocolates from February 15th 
onwards...
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Sometimes the most romantic films are those 
where love is unconsummated. Set in early 60's 
Hong Kong, 'In The Mood For Love' concerns the 
growing friendship between two neighbours who 
discover that their spouses are having an affair with 
each other. With fine performances from leads 
Maggie Chueng and Tony Leung Chiu Wai, the film 
is exquisitely shot and captures the anguish and 
longing of the characters as they struggle to recon-
cile their principles with their deep desires.

Another subtle tale from Asia is 'Christmas In 
August', a film from South Korea which portrays 
a photographer who embarks on a romance with 
a traffic warden shortly before finding out that he 
has a terminal illness. Determined not to let his 
prognosis bring others down, he shields his fate 
from those closest to him even if it means sup-
pressing his growing feelings for his new friend. 
With trademark Korean melodrama coupled with 
some interesting visual metaphors, the subtle lead 
performances give the film a tender poignancy and 
an emotional climax.

Some leading ladies have to work harder than oth-
ers to snare their leading man. In one of the most 
memorable films to come out of France in recent 
years, 'Amelie' is a fairy-tale that puts the romance 
back into Paris. The eponymous heroine, played 
with impish charm by Audrey Toutou, spends her 
time anonymously creating scenarios and manipu-
lating situations in order to deliver a slice of hap-
piness and fulfilment to friends, family and stran-
gers alike. However, when she encounters Nino, a 
shy eccentric who collects discarded portraits from 
photo booths around the city, Amelie turns her cre-
ative energies to her own needs as she tries to reel 
in her man with her usual fantastical flair.

Another visually striking film from Europe with a 
much more melancholy feel is 'I Am Love' from 
Italy. Oscar winner Tilda Swinton stars as Emma 
Recchi, the matriarch of a powerful Italian family 
who is feeling increasingly unfulfilled in her sta-
ble but unadventurous life. Emma finds a new zest 
for life in the form of a young, handsome chef and 
embarks on an illicit affair. However, her actions 
have devastating consequences for her family...

The course of love in the kitchen did not run 
smoothly in Mexico in 1910 either. 'Like Water 
For Chocolate' concerns the tale of Tita, whose 
romantic intentions towards her beau Pedro are 
extinguished by her mother's insistence that she 
eschew marriage in order to care for the rest of 

the family. Devastated by Pedro marrying her older 
sister instead, Tita discovers whilst cooking their 
wedding cake that her culinary skills give rise to 
dramatic and unexpected consequences. Perhaps 
she should have just stuck to buying some konbini 
chocolate after all...

Around The World In 10 
Love Films.
Chris Barstow

If it’s February, it must be that time of year when 
couples around the world declare their love for 
each other by perusing the goods on a heart-
shaped supermarket rack and buying the second 
least expensive item on display. Yes, with Valen-
tine’s Day just around the corner, we take a look 
at 10 classic love films from around the globe that 
demonstrate that love comes in more shapes and 
sizes than a cardboard box of chocolate miniatures 
from the 7-11...

Japan has given the world a number of memorable 
films about love and romance, but ‘Love Letter' is 
one of the most memorable. Hiroko Watanabe is 
heartbroken after the death of her fiancé, Itsuki Fujii, 
in an accident. She writes a letter to him seeking 
emotional closure and is startled to receive a reply 
back. It transpires that it is written by a woman of 
the same name who also used to be a classmate 
of her deceased beau.  They become pen-pals and 
Itsuki‘s namesake tells tales of the boy she used 
to know. Effectively demonstrating the subtleties 
of romance without resorting to physical represen-
tation, this gentle film still manages to be engag-
ing thanks to the lush visuals and endearing per-
formance of Miho Nakayama who plays both of the 
female leads.

‘Casablanca’ from the USA is one of the most famous 
big screen love stories and remains a benchmark in 
cinematography today. Set in north Africa during 
the early part of World War II, it tells the story of 
bar owner Rick, played by Humphrey Bogart and his 
old flame Ilsa (Ingrid Bergmann), who enters town 
with her Czechoslovakian husband seeking a pass-
port to freedom from occupied Europe. Rick pro-
ceeds to wrestle with his continued desire for Ilsa 
and his opportunity to assist her and her husband 
escape from their Nazi pursuers. With quotable dia-
logue and sizzling chemistry between the leads, this 
is one classic that never gets tired now matter how 
many times you ‘play it again‘... 

'Strictly Ballroom' is a feel-good rom-com from Aus-
tralia that tells the tale of a burgeoning romance 
between Scott, an accomplished dance champion 
and Fran, his brand new novice partner. The pair's 
relationship grows as Fran transforms from a plain, 
shy newcomer to a dazzling dancefloor senorita 
whilst the pair try to overcome various obstacles 
in their attempt win the elusive Pan Pacific Grand 
Prix Championships. A dose of down to earth Aus-
sie humour elevates 'Strictly Ballroom' above the 
majority of ‘ugly duckling‘ narratives whilst the 
sparkling comedic turns of the supporting cast 
render the flick into an early 90s highlight.

India is renowned for its long, romantic celluloid 
sagas, but ‘Mughal-E-Azam’ is more epic than 
most. Taking 9 years to complete, the 1960 film 
tells the tragic love story of a prince’s relationship 
with a court-dancer deemed by his father, Emperor 
Akbar, to be unsuitable as a future queen. Full of 
twists and turns about how the young lovers sac-
rifice their freedoms for love, the picture contains 
some spectacular dance and battle scenes and is 
considered one of Bollywood‘s all time classics.

There are numerous rite of passage flicks detail-
ing the trials and tribulations of teenage love, but 
'Beautiful Thing' from the UK is a little different 
from most. The film details the development of 
the relationship between bullied schoolboy Jamie 
and his popular sport-loving classmate Ste over 
the course of a summer on a south London coun-
cil estate. When Jamie's mother offers Ste refuge 
from his abusive father and brother, the two youths 
become closer and embark on a secret tryst. Cata-
loguing the difficulties that the pair face in coming 
to terms with their sexualities and how to tell the 
rest of the world, the uplifting ending and dreamy 
Mama Cass soundtrack combine to give the film 
the feel-good factor.
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Things You Didn't Know 
About... Karaoke
Chris Barstow

Whether you've belted out some Bon Jovi or war-
bled to Whitney, most of us have found ourselves 
indulging in a spot of karaoke whilst we've been 
here in Japan. Here are nine not so well known 
facts about Japan's favourite pastime...

>  The term 'karaoke' is derived from an abbrevia-
tion of the Japanese words 'karappo' (empty) and 
'okesutura' (orchestra). Due to the word 'orches-
tra' being originally imported from English, 'kara-
oke' is usually spelt in katakana, despite being 
perceived as a wholly Japanese word.

>  The exact origins of karaoke are disputed, but it 
is widely claimed that Daisuke Inoue pioneered 
the concept by hiring tape machines to bars in 
Kobe for customers to sing along to for ¥100 a 
pop. Sadly, he didn't patent the invention, mean-
ing that he didn't profit from the subsequent 
boom in the industry. He did, however, continue 
to work in the business and created a pesticide 
to stop insects from destroying the expensive 
machines.  Such was his perceived impact on 
modern Japanese culture, Time Magazine even 
nominated Inoue as one of the most influential 
Asians of the 20th Century.

>  Around 280,000 of Japan's bars are reported 
to have karaoke consoles. In addition, there are 
thought to be around 140,000 singing rooms 
available in the country. It is estimated that half 
the population indulges in the pastime and that 
16.5 million karaoke songs are sung every day up 
and down the country.

>  'My Way' is considered to be the most popular 
karaoke song in the world and is equally prolific in 
Japan. There is a popular humorous haiku which-
goes, 'sarariman / utau toki dake / 'My Way’ (Sal-
aryman does it 'My Way' only when he sings).

>  Speaking of 'My Way', in the Philippines, half a 
dozen people have been reported to have been 
killed in separate incidents following their rendi-
tions of the Frank Sinatra classic. With the inci-
dents reportedly stemming from confrontation 
about how the timeless song should be inter-
preted, many Filipino karaoke bars have subse-
quently removed the song from their catalogues 
to avoid any further conflict.

>  The Karaoke World Championships have been 
held since 2003 and have featured winners from 
countries as diverse as Malaysia, Austria and 
Russia. Founded by a group of Finnish enthusi-
asts, this year's event took place in Killarney, Ire-
land and saw Lebanese and American competi-
tors declared the winners of the male and female 
categories respectively. Strangely, the event has 
never attracted any participants from Japan...

>  As well as founding the Karaoke World Champi-
onships, Finland also holds the World Record for 
the most people singing karaoke simultaneously 
with 80,000 people performing Lordi's Eurovi-
sion Song Contest winner 'Hard Rock Hallelujah' 
in 2006.

>  Meanwhile, Dolly Parton impersonator Karen 
Davy managed to put in some serious overtime 
past her normal 9-5 to clock up 48 hours sing-
ing karaoke non-stop. The New Zealander set 
her World Record at Auckland Airport in 2009 
and raised thousands of dollars for charity in the 
process.  

>  According to manufacturer Daiichi Kosho, the 
most popular karaoke song in Japan in 2011 
was AKB's nonsensical ditty 'Heavy Rotation'. 
Whether the bilingual ALT-favourite will remain 
as enduring as 'My Way' in the future remains 
to be seen...

Chris Barstow is a first-year ALT in Yamagata and 
will often be found in karaoke booths up and down 
the country reinterpreting power ballads.  He has 
been to paradise, but has never been to Mie...   

Smart Apps for your 
Smartphone 
Kaylee Castroverde

With Smartphones (or ￥￥￥) finally gaining popular-
ity in Japan, more and more of us have access to 
these powerful computers that fit in our pockets. 
But with so many applications available, how can 
you sort the gems from the rubbish? Never fear! 
Each issue, we shall take a look at different smart-
phone applications that can help you get the most 
out of your time in Japan (and beyond!).

RunKeeper (iOS, Android, Windows Phone 7 
& Nokia) – FREE!
With 2012 in full swing, many of us (myself 
included) are trying to keep to our resolutions to 
get in shape. RunKeeper is a great way to use your 
smartphone to keep track of your activities. Using 
the GPS in your device, it provides detailed infor-
mation including distance, time, pace and calories 
burned. It provides support for everything from 
running & cycling to downhill skiing & snowboard-
ing! (A sturdy case is recommended!)

If you are training for a race or event, it can also pro-
vide you with audible coaching and pace information. 
For the serious enthusiasts, there are even Bluetooth 
adapters available (sold separately) to monitor your 
heart rate! When you are finished, you can share 
your workout results on sites like Twitter and Face-
book. And did I mention that the app itself is FREE?! 
Give it a try and let’s make 2012 a healthy year!

Smart Tips (iOS)
Did you know that you can have multiple iTunes 
accounts? It’s true! Some JETs already have iTunes 
accounts from their home countries’, but getting a 
Japanese account is a good idea, too! Many use-
ful apps (including lots of free apps!) are only avail-
able in the Japanese store. To sign up, you can buy 
a prepaid iTunes card at most convenience stores 
and supermarkets. Full instructions on how to reg-
ister an iTunes account can be found on Apple’s 
website at http://support.apple.com/kb/ht2534

Once you have your new account, you can change 
the store on any iPhone, iPad or iPod Touch by 
going into the settings menu. Scroll down until you 
see “Store”. Tap it and select “Sign Out”. From 
there, enter the email address of your other account 
and you’re good to go! You can switch back and 
forth as much as you like, and apps from multiple 
stores co-exist peacefully on a single device!

Kaylee Castroverde is a first-year ALT working 
in Izumi City, Osaka Prefecture. She’s a self-pro-
claimed geek who is passionate about language 
exchange and technology.  (Also, J-Pop & cheesy 
kids’ TV.) Her life is rather complicated and that’s 
how she likes it!

Got a question? Perhaps an app suggestion? Just 
want to chat? Follow her on Twitter (and be sure to 
say hello!) - http://twitter.com/purplefuku
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Allison Acosta
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To VOTE go to  ajet.net/photos by January 20th.
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Areej Obeid
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Benjamin Martin
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Which is the best picture?   YOU decide!
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Elizabeth Hanson
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Which is the best picture?   YOU decide!
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Greg Ferguson
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Josh Del Pino
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Lana Rosato Kitcher
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Lily Ho

Which is the best picture?   YOU decide!
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Logos, links, and Fair Use
Some of the images used to represent links in this document may qualify for fair 
usage in the context described following. Some of these images may be screen-
shots of a copyrighted logo of an organization, and are protected by copyright and/
or trademark. The copyright for the image is most likely owned by the company 
or corporation that produced it. It is believed that the use of a limited number of 
web-resolution screenshots purely for identification and visual association to rep-
resent a link to the associated organization, qualifies as fair use under International 
copyright laws. Any other uses of this image, here or elsewhere, might be copy-
right infringement. Certain commercial use of this image may also be trademark 
infringement. For more information, see the individual copyright information by fol-
lowing the appropriate link to the organization’s web site. Use of the image here 
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Non-free use media rationale
The entire logo is used to convey the meaning intended and avoid tarnishing or 
misrepresenting the intended image. The logo is a size and resolution sufficient to 
maintain the quality intended by the company or organization, without being unnec-
essarily high resolution. The image is placed in the document strictly as a visual aid 
to identify the organization associated with the link, solely in context of a subject of 
public interest. The significance of the logo is to help the reader identify the organi-
zation, assure the readers that they will reach the intended web site associated 
with the organization by clicking on it, and to illustrate the organization’s intended 
branding message in a way that words alone could not convey. Because it is a logo, 
there is almost certainly no free equivalent. Any substitute that is not a derivative 
work would fail to convey the meaning intended, would tarnish or misrepresent its 
image, or would fail its purpose of identification or commentary.

Image/Content Removal
If it is the organization’s belief that the usage of specific images used in our docu-
ment containing copyrighted information conflicts with authorized use, and/or does 
not comply with fair use as described in this context, please contact us and we will 
remove the offending image(s) immediately. Contact us on visual.media@ajet.net

Copyright Information
The content within this document are the property of Ajet or its suppliers and 
are protected by copyright laws and international treaty provisions. The compila-
tion, organization and display of the content used on and in connection with this 
document are the exclusive property of Ajet. Ajet reserves all rights in the docu-
ment and its content not specifically granted in any agreements with Ajet or in the 
Terms of Use.  The views expressed in this document may or may not reflect those 
of its owner. Don’t take us too seriously.

Reviews
AJET or the JET Program doesn’t endorse, sell or profit from reviews and links 
posted within this document. All opinions, images and statements are that of the 
author and not of aforementioned parties.

Submissions
Ajet retains the rights for editing of articles and/or submissions as necessary. Ajet 
reserves the right to not display or post any submissions we deem inappropriate 
or unacceptable. Ajet will not limit content based on age, gender, race, or sexual 
orientation. By submitting material to Ajet, you agree that Ajet can display, mod-
ify, transmit, publish, distribute or delete your submission without needing prior 
or further consent from you. Submissions may be removed by Ajet at any time 
at our sole discretion. Authors who submit their works, material, artwork, graph-
ics, ideas or content to us retain their copyrights, but grant Ajet irrevocable JET 
wide, royalty-free, non-exclusive rights to reproduce and distribute their submit-
ted material in printed form or by any other medium either now known or hereinaf-
ter devised, and forego any payment or compensation for the submitted material. 
They also certify that this material (written and photos) is their own original mate-
rial (unless otherwise stated) and does not violate any copyrights. All submissions 
will be considered. 

Limitation of Liability.
(a) We and any Affiliated Party shall not be liable for any loss, injury, claim, liability, 
or damage of any kind resulting in any way from (1) any errors in or omissions from 
the publication or any services or products obtainable therefrom, (2) the content 
contained in the publication, or (3) any delay or failure in performance beyond the 
control of a Covered Party.
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