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Aso
Village

Festivals
By Zaynab Nakhid

A

so City, Kumamoto is home to one of the oldest, most important shrines in all of

Japan - the Aso Shrine in Ichinomiya, Miyaji-machi. Aso Village itself counts agriculture as its most
important resource, with most of the land in the village being used for the planting of rice. Combining the
two led to the formation of three important Shinto festivals, all an ode to the Gods of Agriculture. The three
festivals are connected to three of the four seasons and the three different stages of sowing, growing and
reaping rice. I will begin with the first festival for the year and work my way down to the last.

YOKA | SPRING 2019

3

March: Tazukuri Matsuri
In March there are three prominent festivals, with
most of the days being days of prayer which are
only observed by the priests of the shrine.

On the first day of the festival week (the day of the
Mi (snake)), the priests in Aso Shrine place the
Bridegroom Deity in a mikoshi (portable shrine).
The “body” of the God is represented by the
branches of trees chosen by the shrine priests. On
The most notable times within this month are the
the fourth day of the festival (the day of the Boar),
Tazukuri Matsuri, which is a week-long celebration
the priest goes to Yoshimatsu Shrine, where he
for the wedding of the God of Agriculture, and the
collects the “body” of the Bride Deity which
Aso Dai-Himonjiyaki, which is the lighting of the
descended earlier into the boughs of the Kashi tree.
kanji for fire on the mountains. The most famous
This process is held in secret and not viewed by the
day within the Tazukuri Matsuri week is the Hifuri
public.
The
Shinji.
Bride Deity is
put
into
a
“The Hifuri is set on fire by the people of the village
mikoshi, where
who swing them around to light the way for the
The epitome of
she is carried
the
Tazukuri
by two Shinto
Deity.”
Matsuri occurs
priests
on
on the 4th day of
horses. They
the festival week. This day is always the day of the
stop at various shrines along the way to receive
blessings and gifts from the priests of those shrines.
monkey（申の日）in the Japanese calendar, which
By the time they arrive at the shrine of the
corresponds to a different day in the Gregorian
bridegroom, it is around 6pm and slightly dark. The
calendar. Therefore, the festival day changes every
Hifuri is set on fire by the people of the village, who
year (some Japanese calendars indicate the animal
swing them around to light the way for the Deity.
days that correspond to the Gregorian dates).
While the people celebrate outside, the Deities are
married in a ceremony inside of Aso Shrine.
Afterwards, they are transferred to the same
Historical note: The Gods celebrated in these
mikoshi, where they go on to celebrate their
festivals were first mentioned in texts dating back to
honeymoon in the last three days of the festival
281 AD. There are 12 Gods who take up residence
week.
in the various halls of Aso shrine, with three being
of utmost importance to Shintoism.

YOKA | SPRING 2019

4

July: Onda Matsuri
This is the second of the large Shinto festivals at
Aso Shrine for the year. This matsuri is held to
ensure that the crops grow properly by receiving
blessings from the Gods of Agriculture. The
Onda Matsuri is unique to Aso, and shouldn’t be
confused with a matsuri of a similar name held in
Asukaniimasu Shrine in Nara in February.
The Aso Onda Matsuri is held in two locations in
Aso - at the Kokuzou Shrine in Koujou no Tenno
on July 26th every year and at Aso Shrine, in Aso
on July 28th every year.
The festival on the 28th is the biggest and begins
early in the morning at Aso Shrine. The 12 Gods
of Agriculture, the God of Water (水の神) and
the God of Fire (火の神) are all transferred into
four mikoshi, which are then carried on the
shoulders of the men in the village. The shrine’s
Guuji San (priests) ride horses behind them. In
the lineup, there is a procession of 14 women in
white called Unari, who carry shinsen on their
heads (the shinsen are large boxes that contain
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the food for the Gods consisting of konbu, rice,
eggplant and others, but no meat). Also making
up the line are young boys from the
neighbourhood who dress in white and carry
dolls on wooden sticks with the faces of a man,
woman and ox. These are used to represent how
rice was planted in the old days, when machinery
wasn’t invented yet. Also joining in the
procession is the Sarutahiko no Mikoto (God of
Navigation) and the Saotome (representative of
people who plant the rice).
These people make up the procession called the
Gyouretsu. The Gyouretsu then proceeds to walk
around the rice fields surrounding the village for
the crops to receive the blessings of the Gods.
While walking, a taiko is played and a special
song is sung to commemorate the event. At the
end of the festival, there are small food stalls set
up around Nakadori near Aso Shrine, which are a
staple whenever festivals are held in Japan.
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September: Tanomi Sai
This is the last of the three big Shinto festivals
held by Aso Shrine for the year. The Tanomi Sai
occurs on the 25th and 26th of September every
year, and is held to celebrate the successful growth
of the rice crops.

arrow into the center of the target. It is not a
competition however, and is done just for the
entertainment of the Gods. Besides yabusame,
there are also sumo matches done by the sumo
clubs of the village.

On the 25th, people gather at Aso Shrine in the
morning to pray and give thanks to the Gods. The
first rice that they were able to cultivate is given as
an offering to the Gods as a thanks for their
blessings and the bountiful harvest.

The day of the 26th is just a day of prayer and there
are no events open to the public for viewing.

Afterwards, tribute events are held on the grounds
of Aso Shrine at around midday. The main event is
yabusame, which is Japanese archery (kyudo)
performed on horseback. In the old days, this was
done by the men of the village, however, now, the
performance is done by students and former
students of Aso Chuo High School’s Equestrian
Club. They dress in the clothes of the former
Samurai family of Aso. The archers ride up and
down the grounds trying to see who can send an

Each of these festivals are connected and occur
simultaneously with the rice season. Each festival
occurs in tandem with the seasons (Tazukuri
Matsuri - spring, Onda Matsuri - summer and
Tanomi Sai - autumn). If you would like to keep
abreast of when exactly these festivals will occur,
please follow the Aso Shrine Facebook page or
check their website for more information.


Aso Shrine Facebook page:
www.facebook.com/asojinja/



Aso Shrine website: http://asojinja.or.jp/

Below: Yabusame at Aso Shrine. Image courtesy 阿蘇市役所
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Photos by Alicia Lim

All photos: Sakura (Minamata)
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All photos: Sakura (Minamata)
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Photos by Bilal Khan

Top left: ポンポちゃま
Right: Pidgeon enjoying 花見 Below: 観音桜
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Koinobori
of

Kyushu
By Greg Corbett

T

and the ability to achieve goals, which are
considered positive traits in children.

here’s nothing quite like the

sight of many colourful koinobori fluttering in the
breeze in springtime in Japan. For the koinobori
uninitiated, 'koinobori' means 'carp-streamer'. The
carp is used as the symbol of ‘Kodomo no
Hi’ (Children’s Day) because it’s a fish strong
enough to swim upstream. This symbolises courage
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On Kodomo no Hi, families in Japan fly koinobori
outside their homes to express the hope that their
children will grow up healthy and strong. There are
also many cities that have large outdoor koinobori
displays around this time of year, featuring
hundreds or even thousands of koinobori, usually
flown from bamboo poles or from string lines over
rivers. There are black, red, blue and many other
colours of koinobori, and these traditionally
represented various family members.
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Koinobori at Tsuetate Onsen

this steam is used to cook a Tsuetate specialty boiled eggs, which are (surprisingly) delicious!

Tsuetate Onsen in Shokoku town, north of Aso has
If eggs aren’t your thing, there are a host of little
a stunning koinobori display with a more than 30shops along the road selling gourmet puddings in a
year history, and it is said that Tsuetate was the
variety of flavours. There are also koinobori and
first place in Japan to string many koinobori over a
many other goodies for sale. Naturally, there is an
river, starting a tradition that has since spread
onsen and a free foot spa if you’re in need of some
nationwide. I felt compelled to see this display for
R & R. Additionally, there is an entire bridge
myself, so after a three-hour drive from Minamata
dedicated to wish fulfilment, with Kumamon(and with a lot of help from Google Maps) we
shaped
arrived
at
wood
Tsuetate
blocks
“Up above, an intricate mesh of ropes, hooks and wires are
Onsen.
available
expertly rigged to string the 3500 koinobori over the river.”
The
first
for
300
thing
we
yen
that
noticed was the extremely long queue for parking!
can be affixed to the bridge once you’ve
The wait was so long that my wife and I took
completed your hand-written wish message.
turns, one sitting in the car while the other had a
Up above, an intricate mesh of ropes, hooks and
look around. Once finally admitted, traversing the
wires are expertly rigged to string the 3500
car park itself is quite the adventure. The parks are
koinobori over the river. The koinobori each have
right down by the river bank, requiring you to
a message printed on them, including individual
child names and their birthdays, school names and
drive over an extremely narrow bridge, weaving in
(presumably) corporate sponsors. To show
between swathes of people with dozens of
appreciation for support following the Kumamoto
koinobori swaying about right above the car.
earthquake, there are koinobori with ‘thank you’
Once out of your vehicle, you have a chance to
written in dialects used in various prefectures of
take in the tranquil atmosphere, the sight of the
Japan. For example, a koinobori for Shimane says
‘dan dan’ and a koinobori for Nara says ‘ookini’.
koinobori, the sounds of the river and the excited
It’s little wonder that this koinobori display draws
murmurs of people gathered, and the smells of
such a crowd - it really is a beautiful sight.
various food stalls. (And yes, carp is on the menu!)
Steam billows into the air from the hot spring, and
Below: Koinobori at Tsuetate Onsen
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The Koinobori Project

Koinobori in October!

Of course, if you don’t want to get in the car to go
and see the koinobori at Tsuetate, you could
always make your own koinobori instead (some
sewing required)! I recently did this with schools
in Minamata as part of ‘The Koinobori Project’.

You may be reading this and thinking, ‘All this
talk of koinobori is great, but May has been and
gone, and I now have to wait until next year to see
koinobori’. Not to worry – the aforementioned
Devonport koinobori will be displayed at a
commemorative ceremony to mark the 70th
anniversary of Minamata becoming a city, to be
held in Minamata this October. Minamata children
will also be making some brand new koinobori to
appear alongside the Devonport koinobori, so
we’re aiming to have some 300 koinobori in the
display. I’m going to be very busy at the sewing
machine again this year…

Minamata has a sister city relationship with
Devonport, Australia, and koinobori provided the
perfect opportunity for an exchange activity
between the two cities. So we held workshops with
children at several elementary schools and a
nursery school in Minamata to make around 150
colourful koinobori to send to Devonport, enabling
people in Australia to experience the beautiful
spectacle of koinobori.
The kids seemed to have a lot of fun colouring in
the koinobori with felt pens – perhaps even more
fun than I had sewing them all! (No really, I’ve
decided that I quite like sewing.) While conducting
the workshops, children learned about Australia
and the sister city relationship that exists between
Minamata and Devonport. The children also wrote
messages to the people of Devonport, and the
message tags contained fun cultural facts about
koinobori and Kodomo no Hi.
Devonport were very happy to be part of the
project, displaying the completed Minamata
koinobori at the newly opened Paranaple Arts
Centre and at a number of local schools. The
Devonport Sister Cities Association held
workshops to create 144 koinobori of their own,
and these will soon be displayed at Minamata Daiichi Elementary School.

Above and below: Koinobori at Tsuetate Onsen

Left: Downtown Ushibuka
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Other places to see koinobori
There are some great places to see
koinobori in various parts of Kyushu
in the month leading up to Kodomo
no Hi on May 5th.
Minamata, Kumamoto Prefecture
Minamata has a modest but beautiful
display by the Minamata River, with
koinobori tied to trees as prepared by
a local community group, ‘Minamata
Seinen Kaigijyo’.
Isa City, Kagoshima Prefecture
An impressive display featuring many
koinobori strung over the river at
‘Garappa Park’ (adjacent Yuno-Otaki
Fureai Hiroba) just south of Isa City.
The park is also home to an
assortment of garappa statues. What’s
a garappa? It’s similar to a kappa, of
course!
Kawakami Gorge Spring Festival –
Saga City, Saga Prefecture
Several hundred koinobori are on
display, and you can take a boat ride
to view them from on the water.
Japan Fairytale Festival – Kusu
Town, Oita Prefecture
A festival that features some
incredible jumbo koinobori ranging
from 35 to 60 metres in length. You
can even hop inside and walk around
in them!
Koinobori made by Devonport and
Minamata children will be on
display at the Minamata 70th
Anniversary
Commemorative
Ceremony to be held on Saturday,
October 12th 2019.

Above: Koinobori in Minamata
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Golden

Week

in

Seoul:
A Trip in Pictures

By Alicia Lim

I

f you like to travel, Golden Week is a great opportunity to do exactly that! An

alternative to braving the masses that materialize in most popular tourist areas of Japan is to travel
abroad. With Japan’s proximity to the rest of Asia, it might be worth considering exploring other nearby
countries during your time here.
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One common international destination is Korea. It’s affordable, and is actually closer than Tokyo. A
round trip to Busan from Fukuoka by ferry costs anywhere from 9800 to 21800 yen (https://
www.jrbeetle.co.jp/internet/index.html), and prices for plane tickets to Seoul are comparable to those to
Tokyo.
So, when my friend asked me if I wanted to go to Seoul for Golden Week this year, I promptly agreed –
partially because I knew I wouldn’t leave my apartment otherwise, but mostly because I had never
visited Seoul. Plane tickets from Kumamoto to Incheon were bought (in mid-February; earlier is
definitely recommended!), and a five-night stay for two at a hostel was booked (in early April – we
almost forgot). And then we set it aside and didn’t think about the trip until Golden Week was nearly
upon us.
This is our mostly-unplanned-until-the-night-before trip in pictures. (Some slight exaggerations may
have been made!)

Wednesday, May 1st

9:33 am – Breakfast while waiting for the 9:37
train to Kumamoto Station: a pineapple flavored
Coolish from 7-Eleven. Delicious.

11:59 am – The last time I would see the charm
on the far right. I also managed to lose my
wallet and a pin badge on this trip (luckily, the
wallet was recovered and returned to me by a
nice man right before passing through airport
security)
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12:01 pm – Had an hour to kill before the
International Terminal opened (futilely tried
to open the locked doors before reading the
sign. Oops.), so we went to the Domestic
Terminal and ate lunch. My friend jokingly
suggested saying “what a so tasty!!” after
every meal in Korea. I politely refused.

8:42 pm – Our first
meal in Korea!
Kimchi fried rice,
spam kimbap, and
tteokbokki ramen.
The spice was too
much for me, so
with watering eyes
and
a
burning
tongue, I vowed not
to order any more
spicy food on this
trip.

Thursday, May 2nd

12:36 pm – We didn’t have plans for the first two days,
so we woke up when we felt like it and decided to head
towards Insa-dong, an area known for its art, tea, and
antiques. On the way there, we walked into a cafe
(Lina’s) and had lunch. I was really excited to have an
actual salad (it had lettuce!), and my friend had a
delicious-looking chicken panini.
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2:11 pm – Above: Shopped
around Insa-dong for a while.
There were many stores by
independent artists in this
building.
Right:
Cute
decorations. Left: Bought some
earrings.

4:17 pm – In a subway
station. We pretty much only
took the subway during our
stay in Seoul. We joked that
we spent most of our trip
either on the subway, or
eating. For navigation, we
used the app NAVER Map,
which is available in English
(at least, for Android
phones).

4:45 pm – On our way to the
Dongdaemun Design Plaza (DDP),
we passed by Heunginjimun, also
known as Dongdaemun. It is one
of the gates in Seoul’s City Wall.
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4:52 pm – Right: Reached the
DDP. Designed by Zaha Hadid and
Samoo, it was completed in 2014.
Top right: On the opposite side of
the DDP. Top left: LED roses in
daylight. The exhibit was closed
just two days before, on 4/30.

7:38 pm – Curry for dinner! The lady was so nice and patient as
we tried to ask questions and order in English. If I ever go back to
Korea, I’ll try my best to learn some Korean first.

11:26 am – After a long subway
ride, we arrived at Seongjeongneung,
where two Joseon Dynasty kings and
one queen are buried. Entrance fee:
1000 won, or around 100 yen.
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11:29
am
–
Painted decorations
on the underside of
the roof.

11:45 am – Left: I had wondered why everyone we saw was
dressed in exercise clothes and sneakers when we entered the
park. It turns out the park has a dirt trail with several flights of
stairs; it felt very much like a short, small hike. But it was
doable in boots!
12:05 pm – Above: Reached the last tomb. There are statues of
horses and military and civilian officials in front of the tombs.
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2:22-2:27 pm – The Apgujeong
Grafitti Tunnel. New graffiti is
regularly drawn, so the tunnel is
constantly changing.

2:31 pm – Below: My brother recommended
going to the Han River, calling it “aesthetic,”
but after almost getting run over by a couple
bicycles to get this rather lackluster shot, I think
he might have meant a different section of the
river. Or a different time of day.

2:42 pm – Going back through the tunnel to return
to the subway station. This tunnel has been filmed in
several dramas, including an episode of the Korean
remake of Suits. I also think it was used in the MV
of Big Byung’s Stress Come On! (I recommend this
song if you need a quick laugh)
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3:57-4:23 pm – Bukchon Hanok Village. Above and top left:
Walking down a street of traditional houses, called hanok. Left:
Since people do actually live here, there are signs to talk quietly
(which were mostly ignored by tourists). Below: Many tourists
rented hanbok, or traditional Korean attire, and took pictures
with the buildings. Featuring: a smartphone on a selfie stick that
I only saw when I was sorting through my pictures.
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4:42 pm – Heading back to the hostel. Took a break before
meeting up with a friend for dinner.
8:08 pm – Dinner! First fried chicken experience in Seoul.
Still wondering if the lady made the spicy chicken less spicy
for us….

9:19 pm – Above: Went back to check out the DDP at
night. It was pretty cool.
9:27 pm – Above right: If you remember the LED roses
from earlier, this was all that’s left of them. “Construction
underway” indeed.
9:43 pm – It was much livelier at the DDP, probably
because it was Friday night. There were food trucks and
small stalls where vendors sold accessories, knick-knacks,
and art. Wished we had eaten here instead, but we didn’t
know about it earlier, so it just wasn’t to be.
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10:29 am – Right: Waiting for the SMTOWN @coexartium to
open. My friend’s friend graciously came earlier to wait in line
for us. We saw many people walk into the revolving doors only
to be surprised when they wouldn’t budge.

11:17-11:49 am – After the place opened at eleven, we headed
straight to the cafe on the 4th floor. The cupcakes were adorable,
so I bought one. It was surprisingly good. They also had drinks
and coasters available for sale.

12:09 pm – On the top floor,
there was a theatre, where
you can watch recorded
musicals. This particular
musical had Super Junior’s
Ryeowook as part of the
cast. (But not on this
particular day.) It was a little
pricey, so we decided not to
watch it.
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12:45 pm – SMTOWN Museum on the 3rd
floor. Entrance fee: 18,000 won. Top: SM
artists’ CDs. You can choose a CD, pop it
into an available CD player, and sit down
and listen to your favorite group’s songs.

1:23-1:57 pm – Clockwise from above left: Exo,
SHINee, SHINee, promotional posters along the stairs,
Super Junior
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1:59-2:03 pm – Clockwise from
above: Red Velvet, f(x), NCT

3:23 pm – A late lunch at a Mexican joint set up
like Chipotle. I still think about it sometimes.
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7:36-8:38 pm –
Lotus
Lantern
Festival. We ran into
it
by
chance.
Clockwise from top
left: Elephant, dragon
boat that shot fire,
lantern decorations
down the street. We
had been wondering
what the lanterns
were for the past few
days, and now it all
made sense!
9:18 pm – Left: KFC for
dinner. Really good, but the
biscuit was sweet. After which
my friend’s friend told me that
all bread in Korea was sweet.
(shock!)
10:30 pm – Right: Decided to
walk back to the hostel instead
of taking the subway, and
found this magical set of stairs.
I took so many pictures that I
heard a disgruntled tourist
behind me say to her friend,
“Let’s just come back later!”
Oops.
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Sunday, May 5th

1:07 pm – Lotte
World Mall. Far
right:
Lotteria.
The hash brown
was oilier than
expected, but the
burger was great.
2:14 pm – Right:
Gotta catch’em all

6:14-6:52 pm – Above: Found a cute café. Ate an Oreo brownie and
drank a strawberry latte, then attempted to play Super Smash Bros
(hello, Isabelle) with my friend and her friend on his Switch. Cue to
dying multiple times because I’m awful at video games. It was fun!
7:37 pm – Sandwiches for dinner at Quiznos. Mistakenly thinking that
three chilies on the menu would be fine (it wasn’t, not after the second
half of that sandwich), more tears and regret ensued. Why hadn’t I
kept my five-day-old vow?
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9:24 pm – Made our way to Myeondong,
a popular tourist shopping destination. A
sample of things you can buy: K-pop CDs
and merch, cute socks (I’m excited to
wear them to work!), and Korean skincare
and beauty products such as face masks
and lipsticks.

Not pictured: a store clerk outside of the SAEM (a Korean beauty/cosmetics brand) was handing out
face masks. Having heard rumors and horror stories of how pushy they can be, I shook my head, averted
my eyes, and went on. He then sighed and said “送给你,” which means “I’m giving it to you.” I not so
brightly said “Really?” to which he nodded, smiled, and handed two over. At that moment, the passage
in which Sophie meets Howl for the first time in the novel, Howl’s Moving Castle, floated to the surface
of my mind. He calls her a “little gray mouse,” and reassures her that he doesn’t pose any danger. I
wonder if this is how she felt…
I now have a much better impression of Korean beauty store clerks, and I’m still impressed by his
Mandarin.
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Monday, May 6th

9:13 am – On the way to the
airport, I finally found an ad
with an idol I knew: Super
Junior M’s Henry. At least, I
think it’s him. I have no idea
what
he’s
advertising,
though.

7:29 pm – Finally back
home! It only took a 1
hour and 45 minute train
ride to Incheon (during
which we missed our
transfer at Seoul Station
and had to ride back one
stop), a 1 hour and 10
minute flight back (which
was delayed by 50
minutes), a 40-something
minute taxi ride to
Kumamoto Station (we
didn’t want to risk
missing our train), a 25
minute Shinkansen ride,
and another 10 minute
taxi ride. A whole day’s
journey.
And that was the end of
the six days I spent in
Seoul!

YOKA | SPRING 2019

29

Photos by Daniel McCoy

Top left: River (Yatsushiro City)
All other photos: 777 Steps (Yatsushiro)
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DAY
A
IN
AN

INAKA

LIFE
By Jess Langshaw

T

he beauty and curse of the JET

programme is random placement allocation.
Despite listing your preferred placements, it’s
highly likely that you’ll be placed somewhere
unknown or unexpected. You can be placed
anywhere at all and, after doing a fair bit of
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travelling, I’ve come to realise that there are
some pretty big differences from place to place. I
was placed in Asagiri, south Kumamoto. Asagiri
was recently formed through the merging of five
neighbouring villages. You may have guessed;
my town is very inaka. The only photos you can
find on Google are from Streetview and the
closest McDonalds is a 30-40 minute drive away
in the ‘big city’ (the ‘big city’ would be
considered a rural town back home, please don’t
even bother to ask about Starbucks).
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To those city dwellers wondering about life in
the Japanese sticks or to my fellow country
bumpkins looking to relate, here’s a typical day
living in the inaka.

to hide the terror as your suit/sportswear-combowearing colleagues compare horror stories. You
begin to wonder about the mushi of the day and
which of your classes it will choose to invade.

You wake early to the melody of birdsong, an
unknown animal screaming outside your window
or the clarion chiming of the 6am town bell. The
chimes reverberate up the mountainside, usually
to fall on deaf ears grown accustomed to the
ringing. Next, it’s time to choose an outfit that
will accommodate the intense cold of the
morning and the afternoon heat similar to
Riddick’s Crematoria, as well as to your school’s
dress-code.
When you find something partially appropriate
for the insane temperatures you head off for
work. Setting out you say goodbye to the
hundreds of caterpillars living on your outside
wall and hop in the car. Yup, car; driving is the
only real option when you work about 30 rice

“You begin to wonder about the
mushi of the day and which of your
classes it will choose to invade.”

paddies/tobacco fields and a river away from
your house.
You can guess how hot it’s going to be by how
much steam is rising from the mountainside, and
that’s not the only Bear Grylls skill that living
rural has taught you. You're basically a Nature
God now. You can tell the humidity by looking
at pinecones, know all the mukade hotspots and
those fields I mentioned earlier? When you first
arrived at your placement trying to navigate the
town was almost impossible. You thought all
these fields looked the same but oh oh oh how
foolish you were! Now you use them as
landmarks, easily telling apart the different
shades of green, the type of crop and the
farmers’ method of scaring away birds.

Top: “The Big City” (Hitoyoshi)
Bottom: Ue view (Asagiri)

When you arrive at work you enter into the usual
conversations about the weather. As it’s getting
warmer, the conversation will naturally glide
over to spiders...big, fast spiders...that can
jump...coming into your house. You stand trying
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Classes go pretty fast and despite the occasional
miscommunication/ awkward silence, it’s fun and
the kids are as amazing as usual. Throughout the
day you attempt to practise Japanese by speaking to
teachers and students. Instead you end up playing
the game of spot-the-difference as they speak to
you in Japanese-Kumaben creole.
When work has finished, you slip back into your
outdoor shoes and go grocery shopping. You see all
of your kids again. Maybe even the same kid that
you saw at the doctor’s last week - that kid
KNOWS you. Being ready for this encounter
you’ve already hidden your snacks, Grape Fanta
and ice-cream underneath a layer of fresh, local
veggies. Boom, role model points to you.
On the way out of the shop you get stopped by an
obaasan. She talks to you, heavier on the
Kumaben than at school, about her grandchild
from one of your classes. You frantically scan your
brain to match name to face but instead, being
unable to process hundreds of kids at once, you
pretend you know them, nodding and laughing
your way through the conversation. The
conversation may or may not end with the gifting
of a vegetable or invitation to dinner.
You get home and your garden has become a forest
and the weeds are taller than your kids. Adding that
to your mental home maintenance list, you then
greet the caterpillars on the way into your house.
The long-term hope is that they will greet you
back. Taking off your shoes you check the genkan
or, depending how badly the talk of mushi got to
you in work, the entire house for demon bugs and,
of course, mukade.
You get changed and head out for a run, running in
the mountains by your house because the river is
‘too mainstream’ (about 5 people run there) and
you want privacy while you sweat to death. Also,
the gym is ironically right by the McDonalds, 30
minutes away. You run with the hope of seeing a
monkey (again) and the fear of seeing a snake
surging you forwards.
Following this you decide to undo all your hard
work and make something carby for tea. Food prep
takes a little longer because your kitchen is
basically a giant sink, but you manage, and with
your super fresh veggies, you make an amazing
meal. Then, if you have dietary requirements, you
power on and make bento while you’re at it.
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Top: Mainstream running route (Kuma
River run route)
Bottom: Preferred running route
(Takayama, Asagiri)
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By the time you leave the kitchen, it’s getting
dark and when it gets dark... It. Gets. DARK. The
lack of streetlights has turned you werewolf, with
an unconditional love for your only external light
source, the moon. The night goes on as normal
and, realising you forgot something from
shopping or that you’re not as culinarily skilled
as you first thought, you head to the paradise that
is the konbini (FamilyMart of course). You drive
like a snail to avoid getting the blood of a tanuki
on your hands.

“You find yourself battling issues
that you would never have even
considered before and feeling an
intense sense of pride when you
overcome them.”

Returning home, you realise that you forgot to
close your curtains and the light was left on.
You’ve walked straight into a scene from Stephen
King’s ‘The Mist’ or any zombie film ever. It’s
all good though, just close the window and forget
their existence. If you’re feeling specifically
jovial, or it’s just your thing, you have a solo
concert; being able to blast your absolute lungs
out because you live alone in the middle of
nowhere (genuinely one of the biggest perks).
After another eventful day you get into bed or
onto your futon. Without bright lights or loud
traffic, falling asleep is pretty easy and before
long you’re fast asleep, hopefully not dreaming
about giant spiders.

Top: Kuma River (Asagiri)
Bottom: Car (Asagiri)

YOKA | SPRING 2019

34

Inaka life is a rare experience and at times a
difficult one. You find yourself battling issues that
you would never have even considered before and
feeling an intense sense of pride when you
overcome them. For me, it’s an experience that I
wouldn’t change for the world.
For anyone struggling with life in rural Japan I
have three pieces of advice. First of all, embrace
your community. Even if you’re met with
difficulties, stay resilient and your community will
embrace you back. Number two, look after
yourself. It’s easy to spread yourself too thinly and
overcommit. This applies to your community,
work, loved ones and friends both in Japan and
abroad. Don’t ever feel guilty for looking after
yourself. You know how to look after yourself
best, being selfish is necessary at times and the
people that care should understand that.
The last bit of advice is easier than the first two.
For the times when you’re doubting your decisions
or feel like everything is getting too hard, step
outside on a night after work and look at the stars.
Experience one of the biggest perks of the inaka,
the clear sky. Feeling in awe and humbled by the
sheer magnitude of the universe, remind yourself
of how far you’ve come to be where you are and
how amazing you are to be here.
Top: Takayama run (Asagiri)
Bottom: Temple (Asagiri)
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For anyone struggling or with any questions about
living in inaka Japan, don’t hesitate to get in
touch! I’m no expert but I’m always happy to chat.
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Photos by Jess Langshaw

Clockwise from bottom left: Asagiri to Miyazaki
road, temple (Asagiri), Kuma River (Hitoyoshi), Kuma
River (post office), mountain walk, Asagiri view
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Clockwise from bottom left: Kuma River
(Asagiri), boat (Asagiri), fields (Asagiri),
chickens (Asagiri), drive outside Asagiri
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Sakitsu Church
UNESCO World Heritage Trip,
Spring 2019
By Olivia Saputra

I

remember

the excitement of getting a
space in the bus trip visiting
the UNESCO World Heritage
building, Sakitsu Church, in
Amakusa in March 2019.
The weather was cold in the
morning.
Everyone
was
queuing and slowly getting
aboard the bus at Kumamoto
Prefectural
Office
that
morning.
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Once everyone was inside the
bus, we proceeded to go to
Amakusa. The trip was about 2.53 hours with one short rest in the
middle of the trip. The trip from
Kumamoto City to Amakusa felt
a bit slow because there was only
one road to reach the destination.
But eventually, we reached
Sakitsu village.
We were informed that the village
was a quiet residential area. It
was
much
slower-paced
compared to life in Kumamoto
City. We were asked to control
the volume of our speech while
we were there. I liked the
quietness of the village. The view
of Sakitsu Church from afar was
beautiful too. We bought local
snacks there. The village made
sweet snacks made of figs and
sweet potatoes. I loved them.

YOKA | SPRING 2019

39

The church building was
built half of concrete, and
half of wood. The reason
why half of the church was
made from wood was
because there were not
enough funds to build the
whole
church
in
concrete. Everyone was
allowed to enter the church,
but we were not allowed to
take pictures inside the
church. It was a small church
that is still in function for
Sunday services for the local
Catholic
residents.
Francis Xavier was the
missionary who brought
Catholicism to Sakitsu. The
whole
trip
was
one
wonderful trip. If one can
visit the area when the cherry
blossoms are in full bloom, it
might add a bit of extra
beauty
to
the
trip.
Written by Olivia Saputra
Currently teaching English
part-time
in
YMCA
Kumamoto.
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Photos by Charles Marchant
- Yatsushiro City

Clockwise from above: Sakura in Asagiri, spring flowers in Asagiri, Mizukami, sakura at Ichifusa Dam (Mizukami)
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Clockwise from left: Sunset over the flowers
at Okadome Koufuku Station, sunset at
Okadome Koufuku Park (Asagiri), sunset at
Okadome Koufuku Station (Asagiri)
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By Jess Langshaw

I

’m a lister. I list everything from

I’ve been interested in this gaming arcade for a
long time and my interest peaked again when I saw
the pictures from PewDiePie’s visit. Making my
2019 list at home in Japan, I decided that it would
be stupid to not go while I'm here.

shopping lists, lesson lists to weekly, daily,
monthly to-dos... the list goes on. While I usually
take lists with a pinch of salt, I'm taking my 2019
goals seriously. On this list, sitting in a little cloud,
now checked off, lies the name Anata no
Warehouse.

Travelling to Tokyo to meet my family the
warehouse sat with top priority of places to visit
and so, the day after meeting, we took the 40minute train from Shinjuku to Kawasaki and
walked over (it's close to Kawasaki Station). When
you get in range, it’s hard to miss the tall, rusted
building and red letters.
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Kowloon Walled City
The arcade is completely inspired by Hong Kong’s
Kowloon City, once the most densely populated
area in the world with 33,000 people squeezed into
6.4 acres of land. Before being demolished in the
early 90’s, Kowloon City was synonymous with
clutter, claustrophobia, neon and crime, run by the
Chinese Triad until 1974.
In Cantonese the town was called ‘The City of
Darkness’, with 300 interconnected high-rise
buildings completely blocking sunlight to the lower
floors.
Despite its associations with crime, it would be
detrimentally simple to describe Kowloon as a
lawless settlement and leave it there. The city
consisted also of law-abiding citizens, working
together to improve life; creating a technicolor
tapestry of people living within the close-knit
fortress.

solutions to problems and created a city that was
self-sufficient without needing guidance or an
overall plan.
Plans to demolish the city came in 1987, due to
concerns with the quality of life in the city,
especially the poor sanitary conditions. The Walled
City was finally demolished in 1993, much to the
residents’ dismay, and later made into Kowloon
City Park. The park has become a popular tourist
attraction, praised for its beauty.
But for me, there are thousands of parks in the
world, and not many walled cities…
If you're interested in Kowloon City, check out the
City of Darkness website! You can see photos of
the city as well as read stories from the people who
lived there and their opinions on its demolition.

Some argue that the Walled City was an example of
how people can work together to achieve great
things. They say the residents came up with novel
Left: The building stands out like the goth
cousin at the family party.
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Anata no Warehouse
Not the only creation to be inspired by Hong
Kong’s anarchist haven (think Batman Begins,
Black Ops 1 and Crime Story featuring Jackie
Chan), Anata no Warehouse (in English, 'Your
Warehouse'), with Kowloon as muse, poses as a
cyberpunk, dystopian utopia for gaming.
As a lover for all things grimy and raffish, I had
to go.
Aesthetics start at the entrance and don’t lose
steam as you worm your way around the fauxseedy labyrinth. The walls, toilets and even the
vending machines were coated with the grime
that I was so eager to see.
The level of detail was mind-blowing. Posters
and flyers from the city plastered the walls,
with trash imported specifically and signs all
hand-painted, with rust, grime and graffiti
carefully added.
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Top left: This game was cool as!

The interconnected floors held games upon
games, enough to please anyone, except
maybe those looking for shooter games (they
didn’t have so many of those). The 2nd floor
held the gaming arcade staples - dance
machines, Guitar Hero and the retro classics.
The claw machines also waited in abundance
on this floor. The 3rd floor was full of medal
games for anyone feeling lucky.
The Kowloon theme is swapped out for a
tamer, synthwave aesthetic on the top floor,
with neon-lit Greek statues greeting you
from the escalator.
This floor holds table tennis, pool tables, dart
boards etc. The smoky and seedy vibe is
added to by Japan’s indoor smoking
allowance. Seeing someone leaning by the
bar, smoke rising from their cigarette, took
me back to a time that I wasn’t even alive to
witness.
Anata no Warehouse is an aesthetic feat. As
an arcade alone it would be a success, but it’s
so much more. The level of detail that
surrounds you in the Warehouse, from the
bra hanging out to dry to the small TV
flickering through an apartment window, is
astounding; almost working as a museum to
the demolished Walled City.
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Your Warehouse is a method-in-the-madness,
far-from-anarchistic blend of crime, grime,
neon, Sci-Fi, synthwave and cyberpunk. It’s a
space that, I believe, pays homage to the
Walled City of Kowloon, that regardless of the
cramped conditions and lawless living was
remembered fondly by former residents.
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Been to the Warehouse or have any
recommendations for me to visit? Let me know!
Sources
Kowloon City:


City of Darkness



Wall Street Journal



Carney, John. "Kowloon Walled City: Life in
the City of Darkness." South China Morning
Post 16 (2013)



Impossible Facts

Kowloon City Park:


Trip Advisor

Anata no Warehouse:


Tokyo Cheapo



Tofugu
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Sayonara,

Sensei
By Alicia Lim

T

ears leaked out of the

corners of my eyes. I dashed them away with the
ends of my sleeves. Absently, I wondered why I
had neglected to bring a handkerchief.
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It was the last morning meeting of the school
year. One by one, the teachers who were being
transferred away gave their farewell speeches.
Words of thanks to their fellow colleagues for
the years they had worked together and the
experiences they had shared. Words of anguish
as they recounted trials endured and burdens
shouldered. Words of inspiration for the future of
our students and our school. Words of
encouragement for the teachers left behind.
Each unique, and yet, still the same.
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Stand up. Talk. Bow. Applause. Repeat.
One teacher started choking up in the middle of
her speech as she revealed that she had gone
through some really difficult times.

it and went on with work. Later, my supervisor
told me that it was a list with the names of the
teachers who were leaving, and the teachers who
were replacing them. Then came the flurry of
packing and cleaning as those teachers prepared
to close this chapter of their lives.

“I thought about quitting, I really did.”
Tears flowed unchecked down her cheeks.
“It was so hard.”
A pause. She took a deep breath as she struggled
to regain her composure. Then, a smile.
“But, in the end, I’m really glad that I worked
here. I won’t forget the years I’ve spent here, the
bonds that I’ve made. ”
Words of farewell.
One week. Seven days. One hundred and sixtyeight hours. Ten thousand and eighty minutes.
Six hundred four thousand eight hundred
seconds.
Just one week’s notice. Then comes the packing.
The cleaning. Perhaps even moving.

Everything passed in a blur, and all too soon,
they were gone.
The next week came; and with it, so did the new
teachers.
And now another year has passed. I cry as I say
my goodbyes to the English teacher who is
leaving. Empathetic tears roll down her face. I
wonder if she even notices. We hug. She
promises to stay in touch. I promise to visit if I
ever go to the city.
I didn’t know I would miss her until her
departure became a reality – crystalized into
something tangible as I listened to their farewell
speeches, then listened again as they delivered a
separate set to the students, and lastly, as I
attended the farewell party.

Just one week to upend your entire life and move
from one edge of the prefecture to the other.
From the countryside to the city. From the
mountains to the ocean. From familiar to foreign.
Just one week to uproot yourself from the life
you’ve lived for the past year, three years, or
even ten.
Just one week to say goodbye.
The first time I experienced this new, foreign
concept of “staff transfers,” I watched
bemusedly as teachers were called one by one
into the principal’s office. The next day, I
wondered why teachers were crowding around a
notice behind the vice principal’s desk. I ignored
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Leaving is hard, but being left behind is harder.
The new school year begins with a bang. After all,
six hundred four thousand eight hundred seconds is
really not that long. New faces come in. Hurried
introductions are made. Desks are moved in the
main teacher’s room. It takes an entire morning and
some additional help from teachers working in
other rooms. “Let’s move that desk there...and the
printer to the other side of the room.” “Can you
help me move the drawers in my old desk to my
new desk?” “Have you seen my stapler? It’s blue.”
Back-to-school tests need to be written. Schedules
need to be planned.
And suddenly, it’s May.
A month has passed, and I can think more
objectively about the system of “staff transfers.”
With “staff transfers,” teachers can experience
working in various schools, and with various levels
of students.
With “staff transfers,” students have the
opportunity to have good teachers even if they live
in the countryside.
With “staff transfers,” if you don’t mesh well with
your coworkers, there’s always a chance that you
won’t have to work with them in the following
year.
With “staff transfers,” there is the possibility and
the promise of change.
And while I dislike and probably will never agree
with them, I’ve learned to live with them.
At least, until the next school year comes.
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Photos by Greg Corbett

All photos: Nakaoyama Park (Minamata)
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All photos: Koinobori by the Minamata River
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TO CROSS A THRESHOLD

by Luna Howell
The going is as surreal as the coming
And as I sit beneath the empty bird’s nest
I am sad that I won’t be here to greet
The sweet swallows when they return
What has been and what will be:
Floating dreams, like clouds that
Run into each other and softly merge
As I revel in the mountains lit
By the warm afternoon sun
The cool breeze makes its way
Brushes my hair, kisses my lips
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The zephyr helps me on my way:
A gentle push to follow
The promise of an unknown path
It feels as if only yesterday
The day when I first arrived
How I marveled at the landscape
How it called me forever to stay
But the forests have been whispering
In my ear this whole time
They have been urging me
To come closer
To leave my sorrows behind and
To commune at the altar of nature
Ever closer
Ever closer
Composed on my last day at my middle school
in the mountains.

Photo: Cherry blossoms by Luna Howell
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Cat

Island
D

By Melissa Wright
id you know Kumamoto has a cat island? My answer was “no” until a short while ago when

I heard about Yushima (湯島). Yushima is an island that is part of Kamiamakusa and is in between the
Amakusa mainland and Shimabara. I first learned about it at an enkai when I stumbled into a conversation
my fellow JET was having with some teachers about their mutual interests in cats and traveling. We talked
about places we’d been and wanted to go and about our pets and our friends’ and families’ pets. Before the
night was through, a LINE group was made with the promise to go to Yushima together sometime in the
future.
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That “sometime” came towards the end of Golden
Week, when on a sunny Saturday we piled into a
car and made our way to the port (江樋戸港) near
Kamiamakusa Sunpearl (across the street from the
Amakusa Shiro Museum). We drove, but you can
also get there by bus from Kumamoto Station
(getting off at the Sunpearl stop and then walking
a short ways). The ferry goes to and from the
island five times a day and the ride is between 2030 mins long. You can’t pre-purchase tickets, so
it’s just a matter of waiting on the dock for the
boat to come. Tickets are ¥600 each way, which
you pay for once you board the boat. I really
enjoyed the ferry ride since the boat is on the
smaller side and offers a nice view of the area.

all need to work-out more. I asked about the
plaques next to the graves, but me and my fellow
JET’s Japanese levels and our (non JTE)
coworkers’ English levels, were too low for
historical explanations beyond “It’s Christian and
has to do with the Shimabara Rebellion”. I tried to
look up information about it later and learned that
Yushima had been the spot where the former
samurai of Shimabara and the Christian ronin of
Amakusa had gathered to plan the Shimabara
rebellion in 1637.

Once on the island, we were greeted by a large
stone cat sculpture and covered sitting area where
many cats had gathered in anticipation of the
coming tourists. After playing with some of the
cats there, we went for a walk along the coastline
and then hiked up a hill to the island’s lighthouse,
which is painted with a cat and pawprint motif.
The view and sea breeze were very nice and made
for a good resting place after the steep climb. We
then continued to climb further up the hill (along a
rather questionable path) until we came to a road
that lead to our next sightseeing spot, Mine Park
(峰公園). We walked through farm fields and by
greenhouses, reassured every so often by signs
claiming the park was “just a little bit further”.
The “park” turned out to be a hexagonal
observation tower and sitting area, surrounded by
graves. We ate the lunches we had packed (as
there are no conbinis and only one small
restaurant on the island) and reflected on how we

“...we were greeted by a large stone
cat sculpture and covered sitting area
where many cats had gathered in
anticipation of the coming tourists.”
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With lunch finished, we took a different
path down and followed the shoreline
back to town. We stopped and interacted
with cats along the way and visited Suwa
Shrine. The greatest concentration of cats
is (unsurprisingly) by the docks where
the fisherman and tourists feed them.
Like the deer of Nara, you can feed and
pet the cats, but you do so at your own
risk as they are “wild” and can bite and
scratch. If you have pets, I would also
recommend washing your skin and
clothes thoroughly after returning from
the island, so as not to endanger your
own pet, as a number of the cats did
appear to have potentially communicable
illnesses. You can also swim and play in
the sand at a beach on the island, but it
was quite busy so we didn’t. In all, I had
a nice time on the cat island and enjoyed
getting to hang out with some of my
coworkers outside of school. So, if cats
and/or hiking are your thing, then please
check out Yushima.
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“Yushima (is) the spot where the former samurai of
Shimabara and the Christian ronin of Amakusa...
gathered to plan the Shimabara rebellion in 1637.”
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