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On my way to Korea, standing in front of the sprawling black 
screens at Narita, my hometown appeared in blue LEDs—
their shapes reminiscent of the split-flap displays in old train 
stations. I feel an urge to walk to the Air Canada terminal, pull 
out my credit card, and fly home, even if just for a few days. 
In Canada, I felt competent, and in Japan I can hardly order 
a coffee. My inability to use Japanese frustrates me, and it’s 
getting to me. 
Like many other first year JETs, I’m going through the second 
stage of culture shock. In this stage, Japan’s charms become 
grating and troubles with BoEs, schools, and towns feel 
gargantuan. Frustrations regarding language ability fester. 
Because of culture shock, several JETs break contract and 
convert their tickets for winter vacation into one-way tickets 
home. It’s hard to begrudge anyone for leaving an emotionally 
taxing situation for the sake of his or her mental or physical 
health, but winter vacation can help reframe the difficulties of 
living in Japan.
When I first came to Japan, it didn’t matter that I couldn’t speak 
a word of Japanese. I gestured to the customs agent until 
he finally, through broken English, extracted the answers he 
needed. Tokyo’s perpetual, luminous twilight invigorated me. 
Each passing building—the kanji blurring together until their 
individual shapes fused—pulsed with excitement and novelty, 
but that transfigurative quality of new languages and places 
never lasts. 

Failure to 
Communicate
By Liam Nolan
Photo  submitted by: Jamie Jove-Viniegra`



In Japan, I ignore characters I find 
incomprehensible. Many of my students have 
taken it upon themselves to teach me 
different kanji readings. Though I appreciate 
their efforts, it’s hard to feel like a competent 
adult when an eight year old is getting 
exacerbated correcting you. The humiliation 
of being unable to order food kept me 
cloistered in my apartment. Supervised 
outings under the watch of better Japanese 
speakers occurred, but I often ate at home. 
Further, the look of terror on the faces of 
locals when I walked into their establish-
ments, a look I could not use Japanese to 
exorcise, made going around tough when I 
finally built up the courage to go out on my 
own. I still experience momentary highs when 
I successfully order karaage or navigate  
benign social situations, but I often can’t 
answer or ask simple questions.
Like in Japan, the glyphic circles and lines 
decorating Incheon merged until I couldn’t 
demarcate boundaries between characters. 
That invigorating twilight returned, but it didn’t 
last long. I don’t study Korean, and, in Seoul, 

I never had any moments of epiphanic 
clarity. Rather, I wandered and pointed at 
random items on menus, hoping for what I 
wanted. The characters remained 
incomprehensible, but social situations proved 
almost comical. At dinner, a bulbous hotplate 
rested on the table between my friend—a 
muscular Amakusa JET, whom readers of an 
esoteric, prefectural magazine likely know—
and I. The waiter, who had   referred to us 
as “two team,” took control of the process so 
that we didn’t burn our food.  I was again an 
incompetent adult. 
I felt nervous returning to the frustrations 
every day in Japan potentially brings. At 
Incheon, jacket slung over the handle of my 
omiyage-filled suitcase, I tried forcing the 
Korean on the sign into coherent shapes.  I 
still don’t know any Korean, so I can’t extract 
meaning from those shapes. However, when 
I returned to Japan, the customs agent, an 
older man with white creeping up his boot-
blacked hair, spoke to me in Japanese, and I 
responded in Japanese. 
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By Sara Birnbaum

 For many of us, the decision to renew our JET 
contracts or not was a no-brainer. Many of us felt it 
was time to move on, others decided to stick it out 
another year. The decision was easy. I, for one, ago-
nized over it for months. I couldn’t rationalize staying 
but I also wondered what would follow my time here. 
 My original plan was to stay only two years, 
but I have come to enjoy life and work in Kuma         
Village so much that I started to seriously consider 
a third. I have forged connections and friends here, 
to which I couldn’t imagine saying good-bye just yet. 
At the same, strong urges from family and friends 
in the United States were pouring in, questions and        
commands to update my resume and start research-
ing future employers. Furthermore, I missed my life 
and at home (anyone who knows me just a little 
knows about my cat, too). When I tried compiling a 
pros-and-cons list of reasons to stay, many of them 
were the same: Pro: the students, Con: the students. 
The decision to renew my contract bothered me so 
much, it was actually a relief when I finally made it. 

 I came to a realization. While the decision to 
renew my contract seemed important to me at the 
time, is it truly about JET and staying in Japan? Or is 
the decision really about something much bigger in 
ourselves that we would rather not face? Making the 
decision to renew, for one side or the other, reveals 
something about who each of us are as individuals—
what our values are, and what we envision and hope 
for in the future. The little reasons that we take into 
account tend towards the greater picture of who were 
are, but are not universal or intractable arguments in 
making the decision. 

Leaving It Behind
 Leaving Japan, for many of us, is a scary and 
bold step. Going back home will mean another few 
weeks of jet lag, and another few months of adjusting 
to life in our home countries. I would like to place a 
disclaimer, however, that every situation is different, 
and I am drawing mostly on my own experiences or 
accounts I have heard from fellow JETs. These are, 
by no means, universal. 

A Little of  Ourselves: 
The Decision to Re-ContractPhoto  submitted by: Jamie Jove-Viniegra`



 The biggest reason for me to go back home 
was for my family and friends. Though I’ve made 
many meaningful friendships here, I can’t help but 
miss their American counterparts terribly. My 
family, for one, also thinks that my post-undergrad 
life would be better served if I stop living in a small, 
poor town in Japan and move closer to home, where 
there are more employment and social opportunities. 
I admit, I’m inclined to agree. While there is nothing                 
immediately urgent that calls me home, many JETs 
and expats sadly experience a death in the family or 
other emergencies while they live abroad. Plain old 
filial obligations might be too great, or plans like grad 
school or marriage might affect an ALT’s decision to 
move on. 
 I have been happy in my situation here in 
Japan, but others have not been so lucky. And just 
because I generally like it does not mean I don’t            
occasionally resent living here instead of home. ALTs 
have a long list of complaints from teachers, students, 
treatment by coworkers, and the peculiarities of a 
Japanese apartment, to Japanese English education 
in general. Poor work and personal relationships in 
and out of school or office makes living and working 
in Japan very difficult, especially for those with limited 
Japanese. 
 Culture shock is the one you hear about again 
and again, and it is real and a debilitating problem 
for the isolated, shy, or frustrated ALT. The food, the 
unexplained customs, unfair rules involving Nenkyu, 
“Fear of missing out,” or the language barrier can all 
make an ALT uncomfortable, regardless of excellent 
job circumstances. Any number of things can cause 
culture shock; sometimes their effects wear off and 
sometimes they don’t. Learning to cope with those 
feelings is a part of what we expats all have to do to 
be successful abroad.
 For many, none of these reasons apply.          
Despite a good time on JET and nothing urgent call-
ing us home, some still feel the urge to move on. 
Whether for personal or professional reasons, rest-
lessness might draw us away from JET life for good. 

Just a Little Bit Longer 
 There are as many reasons to stay here on 
JET as there are to leave.  Often, ALTs fall head-over-
heels for their towns and the people in them. They   
become very attached to the students,   teachers, 
neighbors, or their group of friends. Beyond that, 

sharing experiences with them, trying new things, 
and picking up new hobbies have brought joy to 
our lives in Japan. I have made many friends in the 
schools and outside that can help me if I need it. I 
found common ground with teachers, colleagues, 
and colleagues’ families which brought us closer 
together. Worried that I wasn’t involved in my 
community enough, I joined a traditional comedic 
dance group made up of mostly old ladies and my 
students. It gives me something to talk about with 
strangers in my village. 
 Many ALTs were brought to Japan in the first 
place by a genuine interest in the language and     
culture. Perhaps having finished a study abroad            
experience, they wish to return and connect with old 
friends, continue exploring, and studying 
Japanese. Maybe they came with the intent to live 
here permanently and wish to completely 
immerse themselves in the Japanese experience. 
For others, Japan was an escape route from 
discontent in a home country. For whatever reason, 
living abroad is more palatable than living at home, 
and Japan and JET were helpful in making that 
happen.
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Why I Chose to Stay
 The main reason I chose to stay was that I love my 
town and the people. I can’t wait to see the students grow up, 
and I enjoy every day I can spend with my friends. Coupled 
with the activities I enjoy outside of school, everything has 
made this place feel like a second home. I hope to make 
Kuma Village a little more comfortable for my successors, 
both at school and in their living situation. I have already 
tried    making changes at the schools so that the teachers 
can more easily relate to the ALT. I can use my extended 
time here to forge pathways within the town so that it is 
friendlier to foreigners. Becoming more involved in my 
schools and town is one of my main personal and 
professional goals while I’m here, and for that, I’m glad 
I chose to stay.
 It was by no means an easy decision. My 
family wants me home, and I miss them every day. 
I miss my pet cat whom I’ve cared for since I was 
my youngest students’ age; I’m terrified she will die 
while I’m not there. My surviving grandparents are 
also as old as the hills, and are difficult to contact 
this far away. There are so many of those little 
things I miss about home, too—my 
parents’ cooking, heating and insulation, etc. 
And there are days, too, when I can’t wait to 
leave my tiny village and live in a bigger city with more 
excitement and young people around. 
 Putting all these factors together kept me up many nights 
in the months before eventually choosing to stay. I decided I could 
still do a lot of good for my community, even if I had to stay away 
from my family just a little longer. I know that after three years here, 
I will be ready to move on. 

Conclusion: Inner and Outer Turmoil 
 What have I learned from making this 
decision? More generally, what have I learned 
about myself while living in Japan? I know that 
Japan has changed me, but I know that in many 
ways, I am still the same person. I still hate change, 
and find it hard to take a risk and leap to the next step 
of my life. Once I find myself in a comfortable place, I am 
reluctant to leave it. Thus I have always been, and 
probably I will be, too. I have learned many valuable skills 
as an ALT, and I will be able to use them in future jobs, but 
maybe that’s not all. It has forced me to answer some 
difficult questions about myself. Am I selfish for making the 
decision I have made? In terms of my family and those that 
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I care about—yes, I am a little bit. But for finding a 
home other than my own hometown? No, but that is 
the wrong question to be asking. 
 The real question is: am I selfish for staying in 
Kuma instead of moving on with my life somewhere 
I can put down permanent roots? Yes, I am. I know 
staying here will have but a nominal impact on the 
town, and might carry long-lasting implications for my 
own professional life. Having a life here 
means I cannot have it elsewhere, mean-
ing a lot of missed connections and 
getting started on a new track somewhat 
later than expected. While the 

connections I’ve made here are great, and the 
professional life if I want to be a foreign language 
teacher is on track, they are not what I want in the 
long term, and the tiny town has narrowed my vision 
of my own future. 

 But Kuma is the place where I have learned to 
make my own opportunities. Because there are not 
friends and fun on every street corner on every day 
of my life here, I have been more or less forced to 
get out there and make something of it for myself. 
Instead of waiting for assignments and opportunities 
to be handed to me, I have to ask for them, and 
pursue them in my own time. It has made me grow 
up in a way that college and study abroad did not, 
and has prepared me for almost any job worth having 
in the future. And that, if anything, is the most 
valuable skill I have gained as a JET. 

 JET has led me to a larger mirror for self-
examination. There are good and bad qualities in that 
reflection, but it speaks to the overall conundrum of 
who I am, based not on those qualities, themselves, 
but how I choose to live my life with and despite them. 
I care deeply for those around me and I am not quite 
ready to say goodbye, to those here, or to those at 

home. For most of us on JET our lives are just 
starting out. A lot of us have no clear plan or 
ambitions for the future; all we know is that we want to 
be happy, healthy, and close to those we love. We let 
the decision to stay in Japan overwhelm us because 
we build it up to seem more important than it is, when 
what we should do is relax a little and think about 
how this decision affects us long term, and if it can fit 
into our general perception of who we are. We let the 
little things cloud our reasoning, making the decision 
based on a lot of outside forces, when it is really all 
about facing ourselves. If we take that step back and 
think about how moving on will really affect us, we 
can learn something about who we are, and why this 
decision is so important to us in the first place. 

Sara Birnbaum
2nd year Kuma Village ALT
Massachusetts, USA
Cat Enthusiast
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Japanese Residence and Income Taxes
A mildly taxing guide to taxes and adulthood

In Japan, a lot of money gets automatically deducted from 
our salary: income tax, health insurance, pension fees, em-
ployment insurance, and other school fees. There’s another 
tax known as the residence or inhabitant’s tax (住民税・市民

税) that is paid every year in June. It can be up to ¥200,000 
yen so be careful not to let it sneak up on you this summer. 

With the help of the PAs in Kyoto, I have compiled a guide 
for the two big taxes in Japan: residence tax and income 
tax. There are ALTs and CIRs from 11 different countries in 
Kumamoto with all very different tax laws and tax treatments with Japan. If your home country has 
a tax treaty with Japan, the tax treaty provisions supercede domestic tax laws of both countries to 
prevent double taxation. Unfortunately, I was unable to compile a complete guide for all the different 
nationals living in Kumamoto, so please consult to your tax professionals in your home countries for 
further clarification. It’s very important to pay these taxes as it will be necessary to be on good terms 
with Japan if and when you leave and want to claim your pension refund.
Now many of you have gotten your earned income statement in the 源泉徴収票
(gensenchoushuuhyou) so please begin preparations to report your taxes and avoid any penalties in 
filing late. If you haven’t gotten this form yet, please ask your supervisor immediately. 
Employers often handle the clerical calculations of amounts owed for taxes. Individuals are left with the 
responsibility of reporting their earned income and filing a tax return (even if there tax refund would 
be zero). 
Pro-tip: Credits and deductions should be claimed like it’s going out of style to get you the biggest 
refund possible. Deductions will decrease your tax burden and ultimate amount owed to the 
government. Credits are essentially free money for doing an activity or fulfilling a requirement like 
being a full time student. If you parents claim you, they will get more deductions on their taxes and 
could claim more credits like education or the EIC. If you parents file separately, the parent with less 
income should usually claim you to increase that parent’s credit. For 1st year US JETs, if your parent 
provided more than half of your financial support in your last school year before coming to JET, they 
can claim you (and should!). It would be more worth it than you filing separately and claiming yourself. 
Good luck with filing your taxes and I hope this guide is useful to many of you.

Dokken Nakamone
Prefectural Advisor, Kumamoto Prefecture

Residence Tax
1. Calculated off previous year’s January-December income.

	 Amount varies based on your year on JET and if you are re-contracting or not 
	 Full year’s tax is about 150,000 yen (that’s more than half of your take home!) 

2. Collected at the end of June every year
	 Paid in one lump sum or four payments in June, August, October, & January
	 Recontracting 1st year ALTs/CIRs will pay a half year’s amount (¥75,000)
	Non-recontracting ALTs/CIRs must pay a full year’s worth before leaving (¥150,000-

200,000). It will be frontloaded to pay in one lump-sum payment.
(this can have huge impact on your last paycheck! See #3)

3.  Not automatically deducted
	 Check with the staff in charge of your pay at your BOE/base school to see if it is taken out 

monthly or to be taken out in a lump sum when you leave Japan.
4. Only American ALTs are exempt of this tax & income taxes for their first 2 years.

	 IF they have filed form 8802 and acquired the certificate.



Income Tax
1. Calculated by your employer and is deducted 

for you in your monthly paycheck
2. Employees are responsible for filing their 

taxes with their home country.
	 US Quick Guide 1st years

① File Form 4868 Automatic Extension 
by June 15

① File Form 8822 Change of Address 
(asap)   

① Form 1040 Tax Return (file after 330 
days in Japan)
1. Group A arrivals July 27th 2015 + 

330 days = after June 21, 2016
2. Group B arrivals August 3rd 2015 

+ 330 days = after June 28, 
2016

① Form 2555ez Foreign Earned Income 
Exclusion  

① Form 8965 Health Coverage Exemp-
tion

① Form 1098e + Publication 970 if de-
claring student loan interest

① Your 源泉徴収票 with Foreign Earned 
Income Statement written on top

	 US 2nd years
① Form 1040, 2555ez, 8965, 1098e (if 

needed), 源泉徴収票
	 US State Taxes

① Form 8822 will let your state know 
you don’t live there anymore

① If you are from California, New Mex-
ico, Virginia, or S. Carolina you need 
to prove to the state you will not 
return, otherwise they will expect a 

state tax return
① No state taxes in AK, FL, NV, SD, TX, 

WA, WY
① More info: http://www.usexpattax-

help.com/Expat-State-Tax-Return.php

	 Canada
① Use Form T1 General 2015 for non-

residents and deemed residents of 
Canada

① Write JET income （支払金閣 of the 源
泉徴収票）in CAD on line 104 Other 
employment income and deduct the 
same amount on line 256 Additional 
deductions Specify: Tax Treaty Ex-
emption
1. Take your income from your 

gensen-choushuuhyou and mul-
tiply it by the 2015 rate 0.01056 
http://www.bankofcanada.ca/
stats/assets/pdf/nraa-2015-en.
pdf

2. File by April 30th

	 Australia
① All Australian JETs must pay Japanese 

income tax on their JET income. 
① Whether you must pay Australian 

tax on your JET income depends 
upon your individual circumstances. 
Based upon certain tests laid out by 
the ATO, you will be classified ei-
ther as an Australian resident for tax 
purposes, or a non-resident for tax 
purposes. 

http://www.usexpattaxhelp.com/Expat-State-Tax-Return.php
http://www.usexpattaxhelp.com/Expat-State-Tax-Return.php
http://www.bankofcanada.ca/stats/assets/pdf/nraa-2015-en.pdf
http://www.bankofcanada.ca/stats/assets/pdf/nraa-2015-en.pdf
http://www.bankofcanada.ca/stats/assets/pdf/nraa-2015-en.pdf


① Lodge as usual with the ATO. You don’t need to show papers that you have paid income 
taxes in Japan, but your gensen-choushuuhyou will show that if requested.

① Fill out supplementary section 19 for foreign income and quote an amount. 
① Australian participants are required to submit a tax return to the ATO by October 31 each 

year.
	New Zealand

① If you are a New Zealand JET participant you may become a non-resident for tax purpos-
es if you are absent from New Zealand for more than 325 days in a 12 month period and 
you do not have an enduring relationship with New Zealand, and thus will not be liable for 
New Zealand income taxes. For more information, please refer to the New Zealand Inland 
Revenue website www.ird.govt.nz/international/residency

	 U.K.
① Liability to UK or Japanese income tax depends on the length of visit and timing of your 

stay in Japan. Under domestic rules, both Japan and the UK may be able to charge in-
come tax on your earnings. UK JET participants pay tax in Japan. Earnings from employ-
ment rendered to either central or local government will be liable to income tax in Japan. 

① To prevent double taxation arising, the UK will give credit relief against Japanese tax paid 
by UK nationals and individuals who are ordinarily resident in the UK. Evidence of tax 
paid in Japan should be retained to support claims to relief from UK taxes if necessary. 

Taxes, cont...

Photo submitted by: Denise Wiley

http://www.ird.govt.nz/international/residency/


By Denise Wiley

There’s a reason Christmas decorations are still 
up in my apartment more than a month after the 
holidays have past. I knew I’d need pretty, 
shiny things to perk up the mood as the 
temperature goes south. I hate winter. I 
wish I could get excited about the snow 
but the sight of my electric bill is all the 
excitement I can handle right now. 

All day, at every school, I hear “samui desu 
ne!” every couple of minutes, before I am 
asked for the millionth time if I’d ever seen 
snow before. (For the record, yes I have. 
Hate it.) In between classes, I     ponder 
why everyone isn’t booking a trip to the 
Caribbean right now. And why some of 
my Japanese colleagues are     obviously 
underdressed for the weather, hence the 
constant “samui desu ne!” And how long 
before I pass out from inhaling those 
god awful kerosene fumes. And whether 
Spring will come early this year.

Seasoned JETS may recognize the           
inevitable, that I am enveloped in the        
lowest phase of that infamous culture 
shock graph – lodged helplessly between 
a dreadful homesickness and full on “Mommy 
come get me, I can’t do this anymore!”. Unfortu-
nately, Mommy is busy digging out from 20 inches 
of snow on the US East Coast and would rather I 
sort out my own problems like the adult that I sup-
posedly am.

As if that is not enough, I am being taunted by an 
old nemesis I thought I had left behind in 
Jamaica. You see, though an impoverished third 
world country (and maybe because of it), 
someone is always being paid to do jobs that 
would be non-existent in developed countries. 
Attendants pump gas for you; people wash your 
car. Heck, we even have handlers at the airports 
to roll away your luggage (for a small tip) so you 
don’t have to carry your own bags.

Until I came to Japan last year, I’d never packed 
my own groceries at the supermarket. Most 
supermarkets in Jamaica hire workers whose sole 

purpose is to pack customers’ bags and carry 
them to your car or taxi! It’s a service people like 
me take for granted. In fact, I’ve been known to 
hold up a line or two as I waited for a very busy 
cashier to pack even a few items. The only bags 
I’ve touched while shopping are the ones for fruits 
and vegetables. And though I consider myself a 
master at many things, the gentle slide of the 
fingers that is supposed to open these things has 
often left me befuddled. I just can’t figure them 
out! I’ve had friends practically give me tutorials 
on how to open plastic bags. Complete strangers 
have offered their help after watching (no doubt 
with some amusement) as I struggle to do what is 
the most trivial of tasks to most people.

Imagine my complete and utter dismay to find that 
not only do I have to pack my own bags in 
Japan, I now have to figure out how to get the 
damn things open. On top of the relentless gaijin 
stares, I’m giving the gawkers a show too because 

Samui desu ne!

Making mochi by Denise Wiley



I can’t open a simple plastic bag? I just can’t allow 
it! So I’ve come up with a simple solution. When the 
cashier hands me the bags, I kindly ask for 
assistance to open them before leaving the counter. 
I can manage to get the groceries inside the bag. 
It’s the bag itself I can’t handle, and I certainly don’t 
need that kind of stress in this weather.

But despite being down in the dumps lately, I am 
trying to be optimistic. I recently learned how to make 
origami and this will likely be my next 
obsession for the remainder of winter. And in 
between generous bites of chocolate, I fill my mind 
with thoughts of the awesome adventures I hope 
to embark on later this year. One surprising stress 
reliever which may sound familiar to some has had 
me laughing out loud by myself in this hellishly cold 
apartment. I get a kick from plotting Momotaro’s 
tragic demise and vanquishing Onegashima once 
and for all. 
You’re welcome, future JETS!

Below:White Islands by Chris Hester
Right: Nagashi Somen by Olivia Lee



By now, half way through the ALT year, even first year JETs will have probably done a lot of 
exploring within Kumamoto. So, for those of you who that want to explore a little further afield, 
read on for 5 day trip ideas that will take you out of Kumamoto. Depending on where you live, 
a ‘day trip’ might have to turn into a ‘weekend trip’, but either way, get out there and see some 
new places! [These are all trips I’ve done myself, so if after reading you have any questions, 
feel free to get in touch!]

Ebino Plateau [Kagoshima]
The Ebino Plateau (Ebino Kogen) is very close to the Southern Kumamoto border and it really 
is worth going to if you haven’t yet. In early Autumn, the fields bloom with Cosmos flowers which 
is beautiful, but outside of this time, the volcanic craters, the lakes and the beautiful mountains 
still make it a great day trip from Kumamoto.

I’m not really sure about public transport options, but driving to the Plateau is really easy 
(despite it being quite steep). Keep the windows shut though, the sulfur is pretty stinky! At the 
top, there’s a big visitors centre, with hiking routes, information about the area, interactive 
exhibits about past volcanic eruptions etc. There’s also a free foot onsen right outside, as well 
as a few other onsens nearby. Check out this link for a map of the various hiking routes....
http://www.bes.or.jp/ebino/hikingmap.pdf

The routes are well signed and easy to follow, and the views are great! It’s also good because 
a lot of the walks are relatively flat (around the lakes etc.) so if you aren’t up for steep climbs, 
there’s lots of other options.

If you wanted to make it a weekend trip, they have a basic camp ground at the top too, which 
is where we stayed. The cabins aren’t much more than a tatami room with a fire pit outside, but 
they have bathrooms a short walk away and onsens nearby. You can also hire futons and 
bedding etc. If you plan on staying though, I would recommend some warm clothes; the plateau 
is quite high so it gets pretty cold at night.

Day Trip Ideas 
from Kumamoto

Cape Sata submitted by Olivia Lee

By Olivia Lee



    
Miyazaki Coast [Miyazaki]
As opposed to being one stop, this is more a series 
of stops along the same beautiful stretch of road,        
starting in Miyazaki City. [Probably best to do this in 
nice weather since the views are part of the appeal].

Start) Miyazaki City – In my opinion, there aren’t lots of 
‘attractions’ per se, but shopping and restaurant-ing is 
great. The largest Aeon Mall in Kyushu is here and of 
course, Miyazaki is home to the famous Chicken 
Nanban so make sure you eat that when you go! 
There’s also the interesting Heiwadai Park and 
Miyazaki Shrine which you could visit.

Next stop) Aoshima
This is beautiful and maybe even worth visiting just 
on it’s own – particularly on a nice-weather day. It’s 
hard to describe quite how pretty it is, but effectively 
it’s a shrine on a little island in the sea, attached to the 
sandy mainland beach by a foot bridge.

Next stop) Sun Messe Nichinan [pictured above
This place is kind of odd – reportedly it’s the only place 
in the world given permission to recreate the Easter 
Island Maoi Statues so it amazes me that they chose 
to build it somewhere so isolated, but it’s quite an 
interesting place to stop off. It also has amazing ocean 
views from the top!

Next stop) Udo Shrine
This interesting shrine is built into the side of a cliff. 
It’s beautiful; kind of set in jungle-like scenery, on the 
edge of a cliff overlooking the rocky coast. It’s only a 
small shrine, but its location probably makes it quite 
different to any other you’ve been to.  

5) Cape Toi
If you’re trying for a day trip, stopping at Udo Shrine 
might be better, but if you have a bit more time,       
continuing on to the Southern-most point of Miyazaki 
is worthwhile. Cape Toi has incredible ocean views 
and lots of wild horses, and the drive there leads you 
through fishing towns and villages, and by lots of 
beautiful islands in the sea.

For more information on all of these things, plus some 
other little Miyazaki side trips, this is quite a useful 
website... http://www.miyazaki-city.tourism.or.jp/en/
sightseeing/index.html.

Sun Messe by Olivia Lee
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(Miyazaki AJET also have a good website with 
more information, and some good city restaurant 
recommendations!) 

Cape Sata [Kagoshima]
This is pretty far away, but incredibly beautiful! If 
you want to visit the most Southern Point of 
Kyushu, this is the place to go. Following the coast 
road all the way down rewards you with some 
breathtaking views of Mt Sakurajima,                    
Kagoshima’s active volcano (from the opposite 
side to the view you get in Kagoshima City!). It’s 
also quite an interesting drive. Along the way we 
came across burial mound sites, shrines on the 
beach, abandoned elementary schools, monkeys, 
deer and so many great ocean views. There are 
also several campsites towards the south so you 
could make it a weekend trip.

The Cape itself is beautiful, with islands in the sea, 
a red shrine in the ‘jungle’ and some very 
subtropical looking wildlife. For anyone who has 
been to Yakushima, it looks a bit like that! It is 
pretty remote and probably not possible to do 
yourself by public transport (in fact, according to 
Google, within the whole of Japan, it’s the place 

located furthest from any rail line) but if you have a 
car and a free weekend, check it out!

Takachiho [Miyazaki] 
This is a pretty well known area located in the 
North of Miyazaki. If you haven’t been, I would 
really recommend it and it is definitely doable as a 
day trip from Kumamoto, even though it might be 
a long drive.

As you probably already know, Takachiho Gorge is 
a beautiful, long and very photogenic gorge. You 
can walk the length of it (about 1km), and also take 
a small paddle boat through it. The boats aren’t 
cheap (2000 yen for 30 minutes) and if you don’t 
get there in the morning, the waiting time can get 
quite long, but if you can, I’d recommend doing it!

You should also try Nagashi-somen while you’re 
here. The somen comes past you in a bamboo 
tube and you have to catch it with your chopsticks 
in order to eat it (although they do bring what you 
didn’t catch back to you at the end!) You probably 
won’t be full on the portion size but it’s pretty fun 
and only 500 yen.

Sakurajima by Olivia Lee



Within the Takachiho area, it’s also 
worth checking out Takachiho Shrine 
and Ama no Iwato Shrine. The latter in 
particular is worth a visit just because 
it’s located in a really beautiful spot, in 
a cave within a wood. To reach it, walk 
past the main Shrine and follow signs to 
‘Ama no Iwato Kawahara’ – about a 10 
minute walk.

Kirishima [Kagoshima] 
Kirishima is a mountain range near the 
south of Kumamoto. You could tie this in 
with a weekend trip to Ebino, but there’s 
plenty enough to do here to make it its 

own trip. The hiking on the Kirishima mountain range is great; with huge crater lakes, unusual 
volcanic scenery and views all the way out to Mount Sakurajima in the south of Kagoshima.

For more hiking trails, visiting the Kirishima Vistor’s Centre (actual name; Takachiho-gawara Visitor 
Centre) would be good. It’s the starting point for lots of hikes, and also has some information about 
the surrounding area. A popular hike (about 12km) is from this visitor centre to Ebino Plateau.

While you’re in the area, there are a few other places to visit too. Kirishima Shrine is very picturesque 
and interestingly has had to be rebuilt several times due to volcanic eruptions. Both Inukai waterfall 
and Maruo no taki (a hot-water waterfall) are also worth visits while you’re there.

And of course, the onsens here are great and there are plenty to choose from. There’s also an 
Onsen Market where you can buy food cooked in the onsen water!

Happy traveling everyone!

Steps to Udo Shrine, Ebino deer, and Cosomos Ebino from Olivia Lee



When the radio starts playing Christmas songs, I know 
that the holiday season has officially started! I have 
always looked forward to the illuminations and baking 
during the holiday season.
     In Canada, my family and I decorate our house with 
Christmas lights and other typical Christmas decorations 
(like wreathes, reindeer and a nativity scene). This was 
my first Christmas abroad and with Kyushu’s warm 
climate I was already missing the snow and the lights 
because it didn`t really feel like December without them. 
     But this all changed when Asagiri decorated its 
station. It was beautiful. It made me feel at home. When 
the sun set and it was dark those lights would shine bring 
like little diamonds. It was finally beginning to feel like 
December!
     If you have the chance to see the illuminations this year 
or next year I highly recommend it. Also check out other 
towns’ or cities’ illuminations, they are worth it.

Bright Lights in Asagiri

Photos by Jamie Jove-Viniegra`

By Jamie Jove-Viniegra`



My task is simple enough, of course. One. Sit, 
breathe, count my breaths. Two. Everything else, 
unfortunately, is distraction. Go back to One.
The challenge of sitting meditation—zazen if you 
want to sound fancy (and Fun Fact: this is where 
the “zen” in Zen Buddhism comes from)–is that 
it forces me to be present on a very basic level. 
Each time I try it feels a little less uncertain than 
before, but whatever progress I make is slow and 
heavy. For someone who is so accustomed to fill-
ing up her day with obligations and diversions, 
sitting and counting breaths for thirty minutes 
at a time looks an awful lot like doing nothing. 
I can’t help but try to examine such a significant 
experience when I really should be allowing 
those thoughts to pass through untouched.

It is hard. And yet, I know that something very 
real is happening. When I sincerely apply 

Present Tense

The number one and I are suffocatingly intimate.
I take a deep breath and begin counting for what feels like the millionth time. 
One... two... three...
Thoughts creep back into my consciousness, wriggling in between the numbers 
like they always do.
Four. I stop, readjust my posture, take a deep breath, start to count from the 
beginning again. One. Two.
Three. Maybe this time I can make it to ten.
...and I pretend that was not another thought, continue breathing through four, 
five, six. Seven. Almost there. Eight. This is hard. Deep breath. Start again.

myself towards not-thinking, I begin to see my 
thoughts and feelings for the surface level 
distractions that they are. I learn that I am able to 
function through whatever lay beneath, if I just 
take the time to sit and let the jetsam of anxieties 
pass me by. I gain self-awareness of my thought 
patterns through this process, peeling back each 
layer slowly and discarding them in the hopes of 
improving my focus.

I keep reminding myself that any progress I 
think I’m making must wait to be reflected on, 
or else the entire exercise is meaningless. The 
question I allow myself to pick at, as soon as I 
am finished, is why it feels so impossible for me 
to get through a few minutes of sitting 
mindfully. Why do my thoughts and emotions 
cling so tenaciously to my focus? Is it so worth it 
to separate myself from them?

Chris Hester photo: East view of Mt. Takachiho from Lake Miike

By Jessica Weinstein



I do it for a number of reasons. The most basic of these is that it does relieve stress. It feels nice to 
breathe deeply. It takes me out of the pretend moments and into the real ones. It makes me feel 
a little more connected with Japanese culture, with the calligraphy I practice each week, with the 
time I’ve committed to working here. 
It restores the negative space in my life so I can focus on the things that are truly important to me.

The most intriguing—and perhaps the most challenging—thing is that there’s nothing to achieve 
within the practice of meditation itself at this level. Just sitting, breathing, and counting. I know 
how other areas of my life might change with continued practice. Will it feel different when I’ve 
finally learned to sit and be present, though? I don’t have any clear idea of what it would even be 
like to improve, but it’s crucial that I try.

After another fifteen minutes, my right knee begins to ache and I shift my legs so the left one is 
crossed on top. Deep breath. Adjust posture. Start again.

Footprints by Chris Hester
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