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Kumamoto ALTs say goodbye   
 

On June 28 th  all non -reappointing 

JETs in Kumamoto gathered at 

the Suizenji Kyosai Kaikan in 

Kumamoto City for an afternoon of 

reminiscing, discussion, and fil ling 

out surveys.  There were poems, 

speeches, and even some guitar 

playing and singing.  A poem by 

Ian Cruz, and speeches by Marie 

August and Laura Turner are 

reproduced below, with the 

authors õ permission.   

 The afternoon was capped off with a surprise appearance by the Governor of 

Kumamoto Prefecture, Ikuo Kabashima, and Kumamon.  The governor shared his 

story of going from a high -school drop-out to Governor of Kumamoto, and then 

Kumamon got everyone on their feet doing the Kumamon Taiso.   

 During the meeting we also asked all non -reappointing JETs to share some of 

their thoughts and advice for the incoming JETs.  Their responses have been compiled 

and are also included below.   

 Thank you to all the non -reappointing JETs for your contributions to the J ET 

Programme and your communities over the years.  You will be dearly missed!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kumamon 

Groove! 

 

Kumamon shows 

ALTs how to 

shake it at the 

Kumamoto 

leavers meeting.  

 

NICE TO MEET YOU : Kumamon and the Governor.  
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Kumamoto Leavers Photos 
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ñYou donôt like the cold, do you?ò 
 Marie August ï leavers meeting speech. 

 

"You don't like the cold, do you?"  These words were uttered to me by the only Japanese 

person on the panel at my JET interview.  On my application form, I had only chosen places 

in the south of Japan.  However, 5 years in Kumamoto has definitely cured my love of the 

heat.   

 

I remember arriving at my base school in Yatsushiro City, my black business suit clinging to 

me, and make-up mixed with sweat, literally pouring off my face. I finished my short 

rehearsed speech to applauding and loud shouts of "jozu desu ne."  I was in Kumamoto.  

 

My first few months were spent getting used to the ever-present stares and the ever-asked 

question, óHow tall are you?ô  When standing next to me, the boys at the first SHS that I 

taught at would try and extend their bodies upwards to appear taller than me. Children would 

run and cower towards their mothers when I encountered them in stores.   

  

Japan was a very embodied initiation.  I was acutely aware of my size, my voice and my 

body shape.  You could say it was like experiencing a second adolescence.  However, as 

a 38-year-old, this was very disconcerting.  I imagine you all remember the GIH (the 

General Information Handbook). They used to have essays at the back of the book 
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dedicated to different peopleôs experiences on JET. There was a whole section dedicated to 

the older JET.  It seemed that I was a very interesting species. 

 

However, what I have learnt is that as ALTs, no matter our background, nationality or age, 

we all have commonality in that fact that we all share the experience of being foreign in 

Japan.   

 

An experience that particularly stands out to me is the first speech contest I was invited to 

Judge.  I had only been in Japan a few months and had only mastered basic greetings and 

a few very basic sentences.  At the end of the contest all judges were asked to go to the 

stage at the front of the room and give a few comments. I made my way to the front with the 

other judges and sat down on my seat.  I then looked down and noticed that I was the only 

person wearing bright green Kermit the Frog slippers.  I was absolutely mortified.  For 

some reason this experience trumped all the other experiences of being acutely aware of 

my foreignness. 

 

So what did I learn from this initial initiation into Japan? I learnt how important it is to be 

comfortable with being uncomfortable. I now value this wisdom greatly as I think that 

privilege, the abuse of power and oppression are the bedfellows of being too comfortable 

and preserving that comfort at all costs.  

 

So if I am to talk about discomfort, I feel I need to talk about the antidote to this or what 

supported me to embrace the JET experience.  For me this was the profound, random, and 

spontaneous acts of kindness that I was the recipient of. From candy from a stranger on a 

bus to generous gifts of furnishings for our new home, these simple acts of kindness invited 

connection and helped me feel a part of the community I was living in. I am forever grateful 

to the people in the communities that I lived in, who reached out to me and welcomed me 

into their homes.  

 

I have had the huge privilege to have been involved in many experiences in Japan, from 

practicing zazen, nearly every day for a year with a Soto Zen priest at a local temple in 

Amakusa, to playing piano at a charity concert to raise money for the people of Tohoku and 

for the people affected by the massive earthquake in Christchurch, New Zealand.  I felt a 

sense of belonging in the communities that I lived and worked in by being able to be 

involved in local activities.  However, the most memorable moments and the experiences 

that invite a sense of loss when I realize they will not be with me much longer, are the 

everyday encounters that I take for granted:  the couple that greet me daily as I walk to 
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work, Sakata-san whom I eat lunch with everyday and who patiently perseveres with my 

inept Japanese, the staff at Otto ï my favorite restaurant ï who have become treasured 

friends and whom I have often poured my heart out to (of course with the help of my 

electronic dictionary), my colleagues at the Prefectural Board of Education whom I work with 

on a daily basis and my students at Hinokuni High School who warm my heart and remind 

me that goodness does exist in human beings.  In these encounters, I do not experience 

my foreignness but a sense of connection to our shared humanity.  

 

So, I would like to thank the Kumamoto Prefecture and the Kumamoto Prefectural Board of 

Education for the privilege to have been able to work and live in Japan. I thank you for the 

support, the generous salary and giving me so many wonderful memorable experiences.   

 

Lastly but not least, I want to thank and acknowledge my fellow JETs, some who arrived with 

me and some who arrived later.  Working as the PA has been a huge privilege and of 

course at times a very difficult job. Confidentiality is a very important aspect of the job, which 

means I hold many stories that cannot be shared.  I value this privilege and also value what 

I have learnt from you about your resilience, your diverse abilities, and your unique 

characters. My life has been forever enriched because of this.  

 

I would like to finish with a short story.  Yesterday, I had my hair done.  I felt very satisfied 

with the final result.  I was experiencing that lovely refreshed and renewed feeling that one 

experiences after a haircut (at least thatôs what I experience anyway). I was walking back to 

my car and had to stop at a red signal at a crossing.  At this crossing was a huge tree and 

hundreds of birds were swarming in it.  There was bird poop everywhere and I realized that 

if I was stranded here too long my new hair style would be covered in bird poop. Twigs and 

leaves were falling from the tree and poop was landing in different places.  My hair was 

going to be ruined!  It was a very uncomfortable situation to be in and I wanted to preserve 

the comfort of having my lovely new hair style at all costs. I had all kinds of scenarios 

running through my head about how awful my hair was going to look and how much I paid 

for this new haircut. As the commentary was running through my head, I somehow managed 

to pause for a moment and found myself thinking about what I had written in this speech, 

about being comfortable with being uncomfortable. I relaxed and thought, blow it, birds poop 

and they are just doing what they do.  Maybe the poop will go with the grey streaks in my 

hair.  So, as I grow older, I hope I can remember that comfort is very seductive and 

remember that being open to the wisdom of uncomfortableness, indeed has its benefits.   

 

Japan, you have certainly been an experience!! 
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Our time on JET is at its end 
A poem by Ian Cruz ï leavers meeting 2013 

 

Our time on JET is at its end 

So many things left to attend 

But, letôs take some time to reminisce  

Aôbout all the things that we will miss 

 

Cherry Blossoms, Spring at last 

Underneath them, getting trashed 

Summer Days: Bright, hot and and wet 

Learning to live in our sweat 

 

Watching the leaves in autumn turn 

The smell of rice fields when they burn 

Not catching the Winter Flu  

Nestled in a kotatsu 
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First or fifth year, one thingôs sure 

JET has been an adventure 

Riding cars, boats, bikes and planes 

City trams and bullet trains 

 

Getting lost, exploring towns 

Culture Shock and Ups and Downs 

Of course living hereôs not always bliss 

There are some things I will not miss 

 

Massive bugs I have to squish 

Natto and those pregnant fish 

Workplaces that crush your soul 

Rigid social gender roles 

 

Raw fish cornucopia  

Rampant xenophobia 

No Central Heating or Insulation, 

Is this not a first world nation? 

 

And I swear Iôll lose all of my poise  

If I hear that damn teeth-sucking noise 

*tssssss* 

....one more time.... 

 

Weôve adapted to a life thatôs new 

And through it all, changed our world view 

And now, here in our final days 

Weôre all preparing to part ways 

 

Saying goodbye is no doubt rough 

Iôm really not good at this stuff 

How do we explain our life here 

To those back home who we hold dear? 
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JTE & HRT, CIR and BOE 

ALTs to TOAs, TESL, TOEFL and PAs 

To those who are not in the loop  

It sounds just like alphabet soup 

 

------- 

 

Then there are things photos canôt show 

Of our life in Kumamoto  

 

Hot drinks from vending machines 

Adoration from pre-teens 

Festivals, warmed toilet seats 

So many delicious sweets 

 

Cicadas in the early morn 

Conbini store shelves lined with porn 

Yakiniku nice and smoky 

Long long nights of karaoke 

 

Kakigouri stacked up high 

Nomihoudai, mou ippai! 

Shrines and temples that are sacred 

Chilling in an onsen naked 

 

Walking at night without hassle 

Living by an ancient castle 

 

The feeling of a seven year old 

Taking your hand into her own 

And strolling with you hand in hand 

Not caring if you understand 

What sheôs saying, no translation 

Just a simple conversation 

The only thing to comprehend 

 Is that sheôs made a brand new friend 
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Times like these stick out to me 

In my mind, clear as can be 

 

Memories like this are just the start 

of countless ones etched on my heart 

 

A heart thatôs heavy, beat by beat  

with feelings that are bittersweet 

 

------- 

 

So, the time has come to take our leave 

And though we want to, shouldnôt grieve 

 

 Because at the end of our contract  

Weôll never quite know our impact 

On the lives of those who we have met  

Through our experiences on JET 

 

And back in all our home countries 

Weôll hold on to these memories 

This southern land of fire and heat  

and beloved black bear with red cheeks 

 

Weôll look back one day years from now 

And stop and marvel at just how  

We spent time here and made great friends  

On this beautiful, small island 

 

And so, our time on JET is at its end 

So many things left to attend 

But as we go East, South, North and West 

I wish all of you the very best 
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Itôs the final countdown...  
Laura Turner ï leavers meeting speech 

 

 

 Iôve always been told that a good speech starts with an inspiring quote. When I was 

initially asked to reminisce on my time in Japan, I wanted something that was well 

known by everyone, effective and would stick in the head of my audience. It didnôt take 

me too long to find a thought that summed up my feelings for the last few weeks.  

 

*ahem*  Itôs the final countdown...do do do do...do do do do do...Joey Tempest, Europe, 

1986.  

 

Now that you have that ear worm stuck in your head for the rest of the night, itôs time to 

get serious. For those of you who donôt know me, my name is Laura and Iôm originally 

 

NEW FRIENDS: 

Laura Turner 

and Kumamon 

catch up at the  

leavers meeting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Kumamoto Yoka  Summer 2013 

2013─  12 

 

ñOur time on JET  

is at an end, and 

no matter how 

long your time 

here has been, 

saying goodbye is 

never easy.ò 

from New Zealand. This was my second year on the JET Programme, and I lived in 

Mifune town, in Kamimashiki-gun. Whether youôve been on the final countdown since 

you signed the dotted line, like me, or if youôre trying to ignore the fact youôre leaving, for 

all of us we only have a short time left with JET. For some of you, Japan will continue to 

be your home. For others, itôs a return to our home countries to continue studying or to 

find a job. Our time on JET is at an end, and no matter how 

long your time here has been, saying goodbye is never 

easy.  

 

I came to Japan to experience a different cultureôs 

education system and also to give myself a challenge. As a 

high school teacher in New Zealand, I often encountered 

new International students from Japan, China and Korea struggling to integrate into a 

different education system. It was hard for me to fully understand the struggle for these 

students, so I decided I needed to witness the difference for myself.  Through JET I 

have been lucky enough to experience not only teaching in Japan, but to also get a look 

into the systems in place in the Senior High Schools. I have had the opportunity to 

witness the teacher training and examinations, help with open classes and feedback 

sessions, give lectures to training teachers about the importance of international 

education, and help organise an exchange between my base school and a school in 

New Zealand. Getting used to a vastly different style of learning and teaching has 

certainly been a challenge. I havenôt always agreed with how some things are done, but 

I was grateful to be given the chance to experience them. 

 

More than just at work, I have accomplished many things in my time in Japan, each 

coming with their own challenges.  Through the ALT community in Kumamoto, I have 

developed some of the strongest friendships I have ever had. I have learned to live by 

myself and not be a complete hermit in doing so. And Iôm sure Iôve managed to cause 

some form of damage to my vocal chords during my 4-hour long karaoke binges. Being 

on JET has also allowed many travel opportunities ï Last year I returned to England to 

see my relatives for the first time in 23 years. Over Christmas I volunteered in Thailand, 

working with elephants rescued from the tourism industry, before dodging the pingpong 
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streets of Bangkok. I spent Golden week in Korea, walking past stores blasting Psy 

everywhere I went. This was a complete contrast to my first year, where I spent Golden 

Week at a mountain temple, learning the art of zazen. 5 days of zazen meditation, no 

talking, no bathing, and no food other than fruit juice...it was easily one of the most 

challenging experiences of my life, but also one of the most rewarding.  

 

I came to Japan to challenge myself in various ways, and my time here has definitely 

provided me with both the good and the bad. I think sometimes it can be too easy to fall 

into a trap of complaining and bitterness at this point. Letôs face it. Japan isnôt the 

easiest place to live ï but nowhere really is. Every country has its faults. Every culture 

has the positive and negative sides. Itôs what you made of your time here that really 

matters. Look at who you were when you arrived, and who you are now. New interests, 

new adventures, new friends, new points of view. Youôre a completely new person. 

Travelling and living in a different culture certainly gives you a new perspective. Despite 

the ups and downs Iôve had here, I know there are countless things I am going to miss... 

 

Karaoke sessions with friends, and my students calling me cute for merely existing. 

Burning rice fields and cherry blossoms...drunk businessmen at the conbini, mascots for 

everything, and how everything is just a little old school and simple. Eating 5 mikan in a 

row while under my kotatsu, the peace of an onsen and the blissful ignorance when you 

donôt understand everything that is happening around you. And yes Iôm even going to 

miss the Irashimasseeeeôs whenever I enter a shop.  

 

Thereôs a lot Iôm going to miss from Japan, and with each day of my countdown slipping 

by I remember the reasons why Japan will always have a place in my heart. Iôm very 

happy to be going home but Iôm also very happy to have called Kumamoto my home for 

the last two years. So, whether your time in Japan is ending, or youôre set here for life, 

itôs ultimately time to say farewell. In the wise words of Europe, Weôre leaving together, 

but still itôs farewell...and maybe weôll come back, to earth, who can tell?  
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Reflections on JETé.  
 

The following is an edited collection of responses from non-reappointing 

Kumamoto JETs collected at the recent Leaversô Meeting.   

 

How have you changed since coming to Kumamoto? 

 ̧ I am more patient, responsible, independent, resilient, flexible, tolerant of 

differences, adventurous, open-minded, comfortable with standing out, open, 

willing to take on challenges. 

 ̧ I am more sentimental thanks to time spent with children, seeing their 

struggles, being their role model, and also from understanding how special 

this experience is. 

 ̧ I have a better sense of self and I am better at adapting. 

 ̧ I love trying new things. 

 ̧ I have gained perspective on being an outsider to a different culture and 

language, broadened my worldview, discovered the value of being an active 

part of society, learned self reliance and how to be your own motivator, come 

to a better understanding of the English learnersô perspective. 

 ̧ I am older, have increased independence and a sense of individuality, my 

values are shifting. 

 ̧ I donôt think Iôll fully understand how Iôve changed until Iôm back home. 

 ̧ I like kids. 

 ̧ I have an evolving perspective on the meaning of ócareerô, and an improved 

ability to consider multiple viewpoints simultaneously. 

 

What will you miss most about Kumamoto/JET? 

 ̧ Students, the JET community, the respectful silence of work (volume, 

emotional invasion), 24hr combini (everything and a toilet), Kumamon, 

students thinking you are the coolest, Japanese friends, Japanese scenery, 

safety, Japanese routine and consistency, attention and love from students, 

and basashi. 

 ̧ Feeling motivated by students, co-workers, and other ALTs. 

 ̧ My beautiful kids, onsen, cute charms, mascot characters, people and 

friends, Random conversations with strangers, the safety net, a paycheck, 

feeling of adventure, attention, friends and colleagues, good service, and no 

tipping. 
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 ̧ Students, no tipping, nature, certain foods, milk, a steady income, getting 

paid to play with kids, ramen, watching the students grow, kindness of 

strangers, other JETs, track suits, tea, t-shirts, the castle, smell of natto, the 

sense of community, the language, and the activities I was involved in. 

 ̧ Random acts of kindness, being complimented about every menial thing, 

coworker camaraderie, hanami, and bars open all night. 

 

What are you looking to after JET? 

 ̧ Cider, friends and family, manageable climate, studying, the future, English, 

knowing whatôs happening, belonging.  

 ̧ Cheap fruit, pizza, driving, more travel, not living alone, settling into a new 

life, reconnecting with friends and family back home. 

 ̧ Decent bread, decent cheese, decent beer. 

 ̧ Living with diversity, understanding what everyone is saying and reading, 

new adventures, not standing out so much, being able to navigate 

complicated situations in English. 

 ̧ Hummus. 

 

 

What advice do you have for incoming JETs? 

 ̧ Make time to unwind, accept and embrace uncertainty, smile. 

 ̧ Be able to laugh at yourself.  A lot. 

 ̧ No fear! 

 ̧ Deodorant. 

 ̧ Be friendly, open-minded and approachable.   

 ̧ Save money, travel, get involved with an organization or participate in events 

in your community. 

 ̧ The hospital thermometer goes under your armpit, not in your mouth. 

 ̧ Accept new challenges and stay positive, make new friends and reach out to 

others, smile even when you donôt want to. 

 ̧ Be patient ï you are the one in a new country. 

 ̧ Donôt take yourself too seriously, take advantage of the opportunities youôre 

given, enjoy it. 

 ̧ Expect both ups and downs, donôt be afraid to accept challenges. 

 ̧ Learn to let the small things go. 
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Can I get a medal too? 
                                                        By Alys Turner  

Ultra marathons 

have been 

around a while 

now, but in 

recent years they 

have become 

increasingly 

popular for 

endorphin junkie 

runners around 

the world. For 

the uninitiated, 

ultra marathons  

(sometimes  

known as super marathons) are mega-distance races, usually taking place 

under extreme conditions. For example, thereôs a 250 kilometer race in the 

Sahara desert and also an ñice marathonò in Antarctica. Ultra marathons are 

what people do when a mere marathon is just not enough anymore. 

 

Sports-serious Japan has embraced the trend, and one of these crazy races, the 

Aso Caldera Super Marathon, just happens to be right on our doorstep in 

Kumamoto. Every year participants take on stamina testing mountain roads 

around the circumference of the worldôs biggest caldera. There are two courses; 

50km for the hardcore runners and 100km for the super hardcore runners. 

 

On a gloomy June 1st morning, I woke up at 4.30am and made my way to the 

Aso Caldera Super Marathon. It was the beginning of an epic 10 hour battle with 

the rain, sore legs, dry throat and red raw handséand I wasnôt even competing! 

 

You may be wondering if I wasnôt running, how did I even get caught up in this 

super marathon madness anyway? It all stems from one moment after arriving 

in Japan last August, when a colleague asked me, ñWhatôs your hobby?ò  

 

ULTRA ELITE: Action from the Aso ultra marathon. Photo Alys 

Turner  
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I wasnôt really sure what we were 

going to do but my philosophy in 

Japan is to just accept that I wonôt 

always have a clue what is 

happening. 

 This straightforward question is difficult for me to answer because A: Iôm fickle 

and B: there are a lot of things I like to do, but I wouldnôt say any were a 

particular óhobbyô of mine. However, for the purpose of making small talk I 

decided to pick one - running. The first time I tried this answer out Iôd expected 

polite nods and ósou desukaôs. Instead I got ñNo way! Really?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thatôs Ozaka-sanôs hobby too! You guys should go running together.ò I looked at 

Ozaka-san, taking in her perfect runners build, and felt a vague sense of dread. 

Perhaps I should have picked cake baking instead? 

 

 Soon after this, I accompanied 

Ozaka-san to a running group. I 

wasnôt really sure what we were 

going to do but my philosophy in 

Japan is to just accept that I 

wonôt always have a clue what is 

happening. It usually makes life 

easier. Donôt understand? Itôs 

fine! Nod, say ñhaiò, turn up, try 

to not look surprised and go with 

CHEER SQUAD: Alys and her friends wait for the runners. 
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ñI wanted to 

see why people 

would willingly 

put themselves 

through this 

tortuous run.ò 

the flow. Back in the United Kingdom Iôd completed my first half marathon that 

spring and had been doing 5-10k distances fairly regularly so, I thought, maybe 

Iôll be okay.  

   

 My first indication that it definitely wouldnôt be okay was being introduced to 

some runners and being told ñThey ran in a 100k race last yearò. My brain said 

ñhuh? Thatôs over two marathons, my Japanese must be wrong.ò As it turned 

out, Iôd understood perfectly, and itôs nearly 2.5 marathons on hilly mountain 

roads. To me, even one marathon seemed really longétoo long. I thought 

people did marathons to raise money for charity, or to put a tick on their bucket 

list. But for everyone in this Kumamoto running group, they were routine! FOR 

FUN! Everyone set off at a sprint on the track for the beginning of a ócasualô 

15km interval training session. One by one everyone overtook me until I was 

lagging far behind in the August heat. And that was the beginning of my totally 

unprepared foray into the crazy world of serious runners. 

 

The Aso Caldera is something of a Mecca for Kumamoto runners. As such, a lot 

of my acquaintances were taking part this year and itôs all anyone had been 

talking about at training sessions since Christmas. Just to put the 100km in 

perspective, itôs like running from Kyoto to Osaka and 

back againé and then doing another 6km. If thatôs too 

hard to imagine, itôs basically the equivalent of running 

around a sports track 250 times. If you think that 

doesnôt sound like much maybe try a couple of laps 

and then imagine doing 248 more. I wanted to see why 

people would willingly put themselves through this 

tortuous run so I decided to go along and watch with 

Ozaka-san. In order to complete the course in daylight 

it starts ridiculously early, at 5am. That alone is enough to put me off ever 

competing. We werenôt dedicated enough to wake up at 3am to go to the start 

line but even so we left my town at 4.45am to be sure not to miss anyone at the 

40km point.  

 

I was still yawning as we drove on the quiet roads. It wasnôt raining yet but there 

was a grey mist hovering above the trees and in between the mountains. We 

carpooled with another two runners, including the lovely Morimoto-san, who 

seems to support everyone at every race (and take lots of embarrassing photos 
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RUN FANS : Alys and her friends get ready to cheer.  

to prove it), and arrived at our first cheering point just after 7am. There was only 

one other car and nothing to indicate that somewhere there were hundreds of 

runners streaming through, making their way to this point. As the fastest runners 

werenôt expected until 8am we had some time to kill. My jaw dropped as 

suddenly everyone whipped running shoes out of nowhere and set off on a run! I 

decided to pass and spent the time chatting to Megumi-san instead. We were 

still waiting for the others when we heard some shouts just before 8; the first 

competitor had come! Just 2km away from the marathon point he was fast and 

still going strong. Less than a minute later another runner, looking just as 

effortless, chased after him.                                          

Then just as 

quickly 

everything went 

quiet again. The 

others came 

back from their 

ójogô and we 

waited. 

Along with the 

race stewards 

and a few other 

spectators, we 

made a little 

cheering 

community. I 

designated 

myself Genki  

Cheerleader Number 1 and got really into it!  After all, half-hearted hand 

clapping never inspired anyone. I yelled until my throat hurt and clapped until my 

hands went red. At this point a man wearing a very ridiculous Rilakuma hat 

asked us if weôd seen a crab. I thought it was a bit of a strange question, and 

replied that we hadnôt. At last some runners we knew turned up and then it 

seemed like we knew almost everyone! We hung around for a bit longer. Thatôs 

when on the horizon I saw a runner with a weird, red blob for a head; the crab 

had turned up! But Rilakuma was missing. We screamed ñthe crabôs here, the 

craaaaab!ò and he came dashing back, just in time. Phew! Then, we were off to 

the 65km mark. 
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ñNear the finish Iôd  

expected to see an army  

of dazed and stumbling 

zombies but everyone  

was running again.ò 

 

We stopped off quickly to stuff our faces with noodles and when we got there the 

50km participants had started and already begun to overtake the 100km runners. 

Even without the different coloured race tags, it was easy to differentiate the two; 

the 50k-ers were fast and, unlike the 100k-ers, they didnôt look as if theyôd fall 

and collapse if I kicked them in the legs. By now it was half 12, and there was a 

constant drizzle so it was impossible to avoid getting soggy. This could have 

been because I had been trying to hold my umbrella with my chin so I could use 

my hands to clap which wasnôt really the most effective way of staying dry. In 

comparison to the runners though I felt pretty cosy! The majority of them were 

soaked and looked like theyôd had a shower in their clothes.  

 

Back in the car, we drove right past the 

runners and I saw firsthand how tough the 

course was, with steep inclines stretching 

out in front of us. Until this point everyone 

had been running but most people here 

were walking, preserving stamina. 

Morimoto-san told me that it was okay to 

walk this point, but walking before now would ruin any chance of finishing in 

under 10hours. ñPeople finish this race in 10hours!?ò I asked. Thatôs sustaining a 

pretty amazing pace I thought. 

 

At 85km we managed to take shelter under a bridge. I recognised a lot of 

runners from earlier. By the slightly confused and bemused looks I received, 

evidently a lot of them remembered me too. I suppose there werenôt many other 

foreigners there feverishly screaming ñgambarre, gambarre, faiiiiiTOò. Most 

people smiled at me or gave me a mini thank you bow (AKA the little chicken 

nod). Near the finish Iôd expected to see an army of dazed and stumbling 

zombies but everyone was running again. I assume the remaining 15km felt like 

a comparatively short distance and everyone was eager to finish. 50k-ers still 

zipped by, having yet to hit their first marathon, whereas by now the 100k-ers 

had finished 2. I hoped that Iôd managed to give some people an energy boost. 

 

Finally, we headed towards the finish line. Although Iôd been up for ages and I 

felt exhausted it was still only early afternoon! I saw what I assumed where the 

first finishers trickling in around 2 (finishing in 9 hours). Little did I know that this 



Kumamoto Yoka  Summer 2013 

2013─  21 

 

JOB DONE : A runner crosses at the finish.  

yearôs overall winner finished in just 7 hours and 28 minutes! Watching people 

cross the finish line wasnôt particularly exciting or moving. However, watching 

people on the other side, and seeing their reactions as they approached the last 

20m test of their mental stamina was really emotional. If anything was going to 

convince me to run a super marathon then this was it. For some reason I felt 

myself feeling really overwhelmed and proud of the achievement of all these 

strangers. Iôm pretty sure I would have been crying like a crazy person if Iôd been 

running. Just before the race time limit of 13.5hours, about 100m down the road, 

a familiar weirdly-shaped silhouette appeared. The CRAB! Heôd made it. When 

we screamed encouragement ñCOME ON KANI!ò he started running the wrong 

way and missed the cut off time by 3seconds! He didnôt seem to care though; I 

suppose being disqualified doesnôt take away from the fact that you ran 100km in 

a novelty outfit. Seeing the crab finish felt like a nice conclusion to a long day. 

Cold and tired we made our way home. 

 

So, will I be signing up for next yearôs Aso Caldera race I hear you cry? Sorry to 

disappoint, but definitely not! Despite not convincing me that Iôm ready for the 

ultra marathon experience, itôs inspired me to do my first marathon in December 

and really boosted my motivation during training sessions. Human bodies are 

amazing; Iôve seen for myself 

that theyôre capable of 100km. 

After a certain point physical 

stamina wonôt get you anywhere 

and itôs your mental toughness 

that will get you to the finish line. 

Even though Iôve been training 

with these slightly insane runners 

every week for almost a year 

now Iôm still always the last 

person and, physically, I canôt 

say that Iôve built a significant 

amount of speed or stamina up. But my mindset has drastically changed and Iôve 

started to think like one of them! Now itôs not unusual for me to run 15-19k in a 

training session and Iôm starting to think 43km doesnôt seem so far anymore.  

If by any chance you feel up to the super marathon challenge next year please 

let me know and Iôll be more than happy to come and cheer you on! 
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Making the most of Eikaiwa! 

By Melissa Reed  
The past two weeks at eikaiwa have been great, and Iôve thoroughly enjoyed both 

classes.  I alternate weeks between adults and kids.  Last week I taught my 

adults all about the American South, and this week I had an American-style 

birthday party for my kids.  Since two of my girls have birthdays in July, plus mine, 

plus Americaôs, I figured a birthday party would be well-liked by all.  I was right in 

this assumption! 

First, allow me to discuss last week. I was SUPER excited about southern 

night.  I love the fact that Iôm from the South.  I enjoy the fact that I know how to 

make amazing biscuits and gravy and that when I get really passionate or angry 

PIN THE CHEEKS ON KUMAMON : Kids having fun during Melissa Reed õs Eikaiwa  


