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On the traces of Christianity
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At the beginning of fall, having my first stay in Amakusa, I heard about Amakusa
Shirou - the first connections of Japan to Jesuit missionaries many centuries ago
and the extermination of Christians from the Shogunates - the
underground survival of a form of Christianity and so on. What a
surprise to see so many crosses and churches, monuments
erected when the ban on Christianity ended less than two
hundred years ago. So with few friends we planned a follow-up
trip to the Goto Islands, few hours offshore of Nagasaki.
After a two-hour drive to Nagasaki, we hopped on a high speed ferry for another
couple of hours to Fukue port. Our car rental on the island picked us up, then aboard
our little sedan, we headed to the ryokan that hosted us for two days. A family
owned business. Fresh fish and seafood, traditional dishes and local organic products.
All served in beautiful earthenware made by local renowned artists. So many things to see in such a
small lapse of time.
Regardless of the location, in a simplistic way, a Church building looks like a
Church building, I agree. And so does a shrine, a temple or a
mosque. We’ll nevertheless tour all of them and get amazed
every time. However, let’s sometimes stop and realize that
some of those grounds witnessed the martyrdom of thousands.
The worship places we visit all have something special I think:
holiness not conferred only by a godly presence, but just as so by the bloodshed and
sincere expressions of the faith they’ve beheld over time. Seeing any of them empty
and standing merely as a reminiscence of a past fervor can’t but make the heart cry.

Irons and swords
Have you ever been to the blacksmith and traditional swords maker in Arao? No? Go!
Matsunaga Sensei is a traditional sword lover with an impressive collection of Katana,
armor and other cool metallic sharp killing tools. Not only does he make them, he
teaches how to make them and has a training site where, under supervision, you get to
awaken the dormant samurai in you.
It was such a beautiful experience to join in and see how Katana swords are made,
handmade obviously. The beating of the red heated iron in the coal oven. Folding.
Hammering. Heating, folding and hammering. Again and again. All the way from a
dark, stiff and ugly block of metal to the shiny sharp fascinating blade. You can see it all. A treat to the
eyes and the spirit.
After spending some time in the hot workshop, we joined the
adjacent dojo, where the disciples of the Master swordsman have
been practicing faithfully for many years. While waiting for our turn
to hold and swing a blade, some got their kanjis engraved on plates
by an artist. The dojo has been active for decades. Some of
Matsunaga Sensei’s Kohais have dojos all across Japan. Even few
expats I heard. Reverence, discipline, calm and precision mark
every move they make around the iron.
We were given chances to practice. Unbelievable how heavy and

1

tiring that sword becomes when you strike it for more than few times. I was so proud to chop a target in one
powerful swing at the end of my practice. But the best was getting to speak with these masters, touching the
weapons and centuries-old firearms and swords and getting inspired by an art and passion that was passed down
through generations.

Rain and overcast? Where’s the white stuff?
I love snow. And truly miss the downpour of
the powdery sparkling white snow of
February in my Canadian valley. The
squeaking sound of footsteps on fresh snow.
The natural workout out of clearing the car
before and after work. The crisp air and blue
skies after a snow day. I used to ski many
times a week, after every storm of fresh
snow, as a reward for shoveling my deck and
driveway for hours. So the warm and humid
winter of Tamana that does not bring any
reward with the cold that feels dull and
rather depressing. Just humidity and cold
with no thrill to it.
Then few weeks ago I had a ski date with few friends in Kujyu Ski
resort. A little more than an hour drive from Kumamoto city, the
small ski resort was packed on that day. Ok, it has nothing to do
with Hokkaido or a proper mountain for advanced skiers. I’m not
one anyways! It was plenty enough to relieve my snow cravings
on a day trip, while spending just few thousand yen!
The resort is technically across the border with Oita prefecture a few minutes from Aso. Three
lifts, a few runs from beginner to intermediate, the advanced slopes (that still looked
intermediate enough, were closed that day) and a tiny snow park with jumps and rails. Snow
quality was pretty good that day. I met few people on my lift rides. Some of them ski every
week. I would as well, if I was not such a chicken for mountain driving. Any skiers out there?

Architectural diversity at the tip of the island
A two-and-a-half hour drive brought me and my group of English teachers from Tamana Senior
High School to this year’s annual retreat’s spot: the Moji Port in Kitakyushyu and Shimonoseki
(the closest city on the Honshu Island). I was amazed by the diversity of the constructions. This
port used to be one of the few entry ports to Japan. The water front is a beautiful harmony of
glorious Victorian style manors, Japanese traditional constructions and state-of-the-art modern
concrete-and-glass high-rises.
Kyushyu has a variety of buildings from the traditional Japanese constructions, the castles and
ruins and the glass and steel modern constructions. But nothing like the Moji port in
Kitakyushyu, I found. Everything about that place reminded me of
the Canadian port cities or Newport in the US. English Victorian style
constructions, red and white bricks, paved roads, manors with high ceiling and bright
rooms, velvet on the walls, upholstery and carpets, glass windows and doors, lusters,
etc.
The gates into Japan after the Meiji Restoration, a symbol of innovation and prestige
in those days, the late 19th century. A place of exchange and innovation. We walked
through a seven something hundred meters underwater tunnel, the Kanmon Tunnel
that connects Kyushu and Honshu islands. The thought that this underwater tunnel was
already designed a century ago and that its construction was delayed only because of
the wars amazed me. The view from one of the buildings in Shimonoseki allowed one
to see all the way to Busan in Korea and Suzhou in China.
Despite it being winter, we were blessed with blue skies and fun times, eating lots of
blowfish, drinking microbrewery beers and smoked fish infused warm sake.
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Yuki Matsuri,
Hokkaido, and
Other Adventures
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Four Scientists
with One Mission- - - - X
Many people see the amazing pictures of the
Yuki Matsuri (Snow Festival) in Sapporo,
Hokkaido but few get to experience it firsthand. Our mission was to see as many ice
sculptures as we could, enjoy the other
wonderful things that the area had to offer, have
one night of nomihodai, and finally, stay on
budget during our four night stay!

So who are we? We are…
Olivia Poole🐓 ♎ 🔬 🚴 👟 🐱 🍓 🎆 🎓 💁 🍣 £
The master of chemistry
Secretary of KumAJET, AJET Block 11 Area
Leader, and Jutaku renown Sausage Chef and
Connoisseur. She helped keep the trip organized
and left tons of sock fuzz in Sapporo to
remember her by.

Lottie Caddick🐕 ♈ 🔭 🎹 🚏 🍹 💃 🍰 £🐱 🎢 🔰
The friendly scouse astrophysicist next door
A veggie gal with a sweet tooth (and equally
sweet heart) who loves to be out and about. For
every adventure, she always has some crazy and
funny stories to bring back with her.

Bilal Khan⌚ 🐕 ♓ 💼 🏯 🏃 𝜋$💁 🍶 💑 🎮 ⛄ 💬

The calculating physicist & snowball fight
champion

PA for SHS JETs in Kumamoto and recent
marathon runner. He has previous experience
living in Hokkaido and his love of snow was
palpable. His goal of eating chan-chan-yaki was
fulfilled.

Kelli Yogi♉ ⛷ 🐕 💑 🏯 🏃 𝛴$🎮 🍓 📖 🎨 🎢 🔰

The outdoorsy physicist and hostess with the
mostess
Another recent marathon runner who enjoys all
things outdoorsy and always has lots of snacks
for guests. She plans to come back to Hokkaido
next year for a ski trip.

Fun Fact: We all live in the same complex and we watch Terrace House almost every Tuesday!
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❄❄❄ Yuki Matsuri ❄❄❄
Tons of ice sculptures,
music performances,
of (sometimes creepy)
magical experience.

ski jump contests, live
vendor stands and lots
mascots! A truly

Tip: Plan your trip in advance! Hotels go fast and can
get really expensive the longer you wait! We booked in late October and there was limited choice.

❅❅❅ Sapporo ❅❅❅
Quiet city with tons of good food! Try the ramen (there’s
a whole street of shops), soup curry, crab dishes, and
anything else with seafood! For omiyage, go for the
shiroi koibito cookies or the famous Royce chocolate.

❄❄❄ Otaru ❄❄❄
Cute little seaside town known for its amazing seafood.
It also holds a smaller
Yuki Matsuri with lots
of snowmen around
the town and
beautiful sculptures
and lights down the
canal. You can travel
by train (around 30
mins from Sapporo
station) or take a
bus.
Tip: Definitely try the crab, sea urchin,
octopus, scallops, squid, and fish roe! You won’t regret it!
(We had ￥2,100 rainbow bowls in Sankaku Market)

❅❅❅ Teine Ski Resort ❅❅❅
Cheaper than Niseko Resorts and offers various types of trails for beginners and for
powder hounds. Great for a day trip from Sapporo, unlike Niseko.
Tip: Start the day early and bring your own mountain clothes to save money. If you’re
experienced, definitely invest in the better equipment rentals! There’s plenty of
powder in the closed off sections, especially through the trees. 😍

❄❄❄ Tsudome ❄❄❄
Although most of the attractions at Tsudome are for children, the 100m snow
slide and the snow raft are really fun. Inside there is a wide variety of local
festival food stands - we recommend the croquette stand.
Tip: The snow slide is free but numbered tickets are issued, make sure to
get one first thing. If you miss out, the slide is open for everyone after 4 pm.
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❅❅❅ Moiwa Mountain View ❅❅❅
You can take the cable cars to the top for a beautiful view of
Sapporo City. The night view is ranked as one of Japan’s best.
Enjoy the lights of Sapporo City and ring the Bell of Happiness
with someone special and leave a padlock on the railing, just
make sure to wrap up for after sun set!
Tip: There is a free shuttle bus which departs near Ropeway Iriguchi station to take
you to and from the entrance.

❄❄❄ Sapporo Beer Museum ❄❄❄
Learn about the making of Japan’s first beer! Discover why
it must be made in Hokkaido, and the various stages of the
development (originally it contained live yeast…)
Tip: You can walk around alone or take part in the tour. There are cards at each display with English,
Chinese and Korean translations. The tour is only given in Japanese.
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Aru Ressha —
JR Kyushu Sweets Train
Let’s take the long way — with chocolate!
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Like a scene out of a novel,

I first found out
about the Sweets Train at Kumamoto Station rummaging through
pamphlets on display. The pamphlet was decked out, standing
out among the rest of its neighbors, with gold filigree and
pictures of this grand train. The JR Kyushu Sweets Train is a
luxury train made from a model designed by Nobutaro Hara - a
famous train model collector and enthusiast. Currently the train
is up and running twice a day on weekends and holidays from
Nagasaki city to Sasebo and back. Not only can passengers enjoy
the elegant splendor of the train’s interior design as they glide
across Nagasaki’s ocean view, they can also enjoy the decadent
cuisine of Yoshihiro Narisawa, a famous chef from Tokyo - he’s not on the train, but his food is!
Feeling a wave of “When in Kyushu” and ignoring any future sighs of “ii na’s” from co-workers, I
booked the train with my husband Jack and my fellow Nagasu ALT and partner in crime Erika. We had
to sit down with a JR Kyushu Agent at Kumamoto Station and the procedure was pretty painless. We
even got Aru Ressha folders! Whatttt.
The day finally arrived and we decided to take our car onto the Ariake Ferry
then drive to Nagasaki City. Summoning my innermost Downton Abbey persona,
we dressed for the occasion. For those who are fans of the English series, this
train reminded me of the one the Crawleys take up to Scotland. If you are like
me and want to step into a Downton episode, this train can certainly do that!
When we finally made it to Nagasaki Station we found the train waiting for us
with a red carpet as a greeting (I’m not kidding, there was a red carpet for us).
The golden train easily turned heads parked next to commuter trains and many
people snapped photos of it. The staff checked our small carry-ons and coats as
we boarded.
The train had two cars. The first was bright and open with blues
and golds complimenting the light wood and white coffered
ceiling. The second car was more intimate with dark wood and
private compartments. We decided on the first car when we
booked it but we were able to explore the train after we boarded.
On it, there were pictures of the train’s designer and information
you could read about him. Every section of the train seemed
meticulously constructed and thought-out. If this language is not
flowery enough for you :) please read up on the Aru Ressha train
on JR Kyushu’s website - it’s adorable.
After exploring we made our way to our seats with our bentos, which were waiting for us along with a
welcome drink. There was also a menu explaining the courses we would have on the journey.
Everything was made from Kyushu ingredients and, in true Japanese fashion, the dishes celebrated the
season. Due to this, the menu often changes and everything was a surprise. The courses had cute
names: Winter Sunny Spot, Extremely Cold, Declaration, St. Valentine, Vow, and Romance.
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Our bentos had oysters over rice from Oita, Japanese
blowfish from Nagasaki with a cabbage salad, and chicken
thighs with a daikon salad. My husband Jack is not a seafood
fan, but he really enjoyed the bento. The fish was seasoned
with citrus, highlighting its freshness. And even though we
had a solid five minutes of panic after eating blowfish and
thinking of our fragile mortality, all three of us enjoyed the
local seafood… and not dying.
Our soup was one of my favorite
things we ate, it was a very savory
and light beef soup with burdock or
gobo̅ which added earthiness to the broth. After the first 2 courses, the rest
were desserts. When JR Kyushu said Sweets Train, they meant it! Each dish was
beautiful and delicious. The first was a black tea pudding with citrus and
caramel sauces, garnished with two additional varieties of Kyushu citrus fruits.
The pudding was beautifully plated in a tall glass. The subtle and gentle taste
of the black tea playfully contrasted with the bright and lively flavors of the
three types of citrus. The two different flavors transformed when they met
their sophisticated friend, the sweet and bitter caramel sauce, as they helped
you savor each bite in a tart and sweet end.
Next was a chocolate heart with edible petals laying on top of chocolate
ice cream accompanied by hot fudge poured over. Inside the dessert
were rice puffs which added a light and exciting crunch to the deep and
rich flavor of the melted dark chocolate dotted with romantic red
flower petals. The fifth was a creamy
strawberry dish with a hard sugar cup
holding it together and a heart-shaped
meringue on top. The vibrant pink and red
colors popped off of the white plate,
adding to the romantic Valentine theme. Lastly, we had three small
dessert bites: a whole kumquat (from Kumamoto Represent!) filled with
citrus reduction, a square gouda cheesecake with a slightly crunchy
exterior and a soft creamy center, and a peanut cookie sandwich.
Of all of the sweets, Erika enjoyed the
how the entire meal played with
The cheesecake mixed soft and crunchy
liked the chocolate dessert the best. It
hot and cold was interesting. Jack liked
dishes, also commenting on the varied

cheesecake the most. She mentioned
opposite textures and bright flavors.
with a subtle creamy-sweet taste. I
was a very rich flavor and the mix of
both the chocolate and the strawberry
textures in them.

Of course everything tasted better with the atmosphere of the train. Everything was slow and steady,
the train chugged along the shoreline and we were able to enjoy the ocean view and Nagasaki
mountains. We went in February as the plum blossoms just started to reveal their petals. Being from
Chicago, it's bizarre to think that I was able to enjoy flowers in winter. Throughout the journey we
could order any drink on the menu with no limit. We could sip on champagne, red wine, kanjukukiyomi
juice (a very sweet and sour drink), or coffee as we slowly ventured up to Sasebo. It was about a two
and a half hour ride and it felt like a fairy tale.
Once we arrived in Sasebo station we were given our bags and returned to real-life. We decided to
stay the night in Huis Ten Bosch, a couple of train stops away from where we were dropped off. The
next day we rode back to Nagasaki to meet our car and ferried back to Nagasu.
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The JR Kyushu Aru Ressha Sweets Train was expensive, but its experience was rich. It was a wonderful
trip to share with others. Preparing for the actual event was so fun and exciting. It filled the day with
anticipation as we wondered if this train could possibly live up to the expectations we created in our
heads. Remarkably, it exceeded them. The little giggles of excitement and knowing looks we shared
that said “I can’t believe how fancy this is” are things I will remember for a long time to come.
I definitely recommend this unique training and dining experience. If you can, why not take the long
route — with chocolate?!
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Getting on
theCitrus Train
ullen

And other fruit-related adventures!

There are certain foods that you rarely buy in Ashikita.
If you ask your colleague where to buy your
rice, they’re liable to offer you a free bag from
the mountain of crops that they themselves
have been gifted by friends, family and
neighbours.
Another rarely-bought but often-eaten food of
Ashikita is citrus fruit of all kinds. Even this
morning, there are three amanatsu and one
ripe lemon lying out on the desks across from
me in the Ashikita Town Hall, just waiting to be
taken home.
It seems like every town along this picturesque
coastline has its own citrus fruit. No wonder our train line is called the Orange Railway! In Yatsushiro,
the banpeiyu is king, while to the South, Tsunagi celebrates the amanatsu, and Minamata the summer
mikan. Here in Ashikita, we are famous for our dekopon. You’re liable to sample all of these if you stay
here long enough!
In my first six months as Ashikita CIR, I have been gifted with mikan, lemons, a small mountain of
kinkan (kumquats), as many amanatsu as I can pick, one of last year’s sweet dekopon and a
particularly memorable banpeiyu (the biggest, citrus-iest of the bunch).
🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊

But what are these fruits I hear you ask?
I present for you a short journey through some of my favourites:

① The humble mikan
Frankly hard to beat - especially the Kyushu varieties! Perfectly sized,
and satisfyingly sweet. You all know the one.

② Amanatsu
These can’t be mistaken for mikan - they’re twice as big and sunny
yellow. With a little peeling work, you can get down to the sour fruit
inside - a flavour about half-way between mikan and lemon. They’re
tasty, especially if like me you have a love of lemons that’s frankly not
good for your digestion - meet the sweeter, more palatable version!

9

③ Banpeiyu
I took my banpeiyu, generously gifted to me by my supervisor,
with me when I met up with friends over the New Year. This citrus
giant is a meal for three! When you finally carve it open and peel
off the white layer, you get giant sweet-sour lemony segments
that you eat with two hands!
Also, I recommend leaving it in the cold entrance to your flat - the
smell of citrus greeted me when I came home every day for two
weeks and it put a huge grin on my face! My friends and I duly
christened the big yellow boy (or was she female?), had a New
Years photo session and tucked in to a full meal of citrus.

And finally:
④ De-ko-pon!
“Dekopon” was one of my first Google searches after I opened
my papers (the first one was a satellite image search of Ashikita
which gave me the impression I was going to be one of ten
residents of a strip of beach in Southern Kyushu - I was wrong).
These cute fruits were originally a government experiment, a
cross-breeding of mikan and an Indian citrus fruit to make a
delicious rival to the Californian orange. After the project was
shut down, enterprising farmers came across the dekopon, (or,
perhaps, stole one from a government lab), and these highly
sought after fruits became known for their sweetness. The
“deko~” comes from the Indian fruit and the “pon~” is, well, just look at that bobble head!
This time of year, fresh dekopon will cost you a pretty penny (a gift box is more than 20,000 yen!). I
sampled some of last year’s crop and can confirm that they are sweet and delicious. I may need to fork
out for a fresh one some time soon, but I’m hoping if I wait around long enough a free one will float
across my desk!
🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊 🍊🍊🍊
Now, go forth my fellow Kumamoto JETs and try some Kyushu citrus! The mikan is only the start of the
citrus journey you can go on through Kumamoto. Happy taste-testing!

The Fruits of Our Labour:

obligatory banpeiyu x
leopard photo session with
my excellent university
friends
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Entrancing
Ehime
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What do you know about Ehime? If you’re like me before November 2018, probably not
a lot. I knew it was on Shikoku, and that was about it! I was looking for a place that I could get to
after work on a Friday, which my boyfriend could get to easily after his work trip to Osaka, and that
wouldn’t break the bank. Ehime perfectly fit the bill!
From Kumamoto, there are a few different ways of getting to Ehime. I chose to drive and then catch
the ferry from Oita with my car. I wanted to have a car in Ehime because it’s quite a rural prefecture,
with a lot of the main tourist sites spread out, and a car gives you that extra flexibility to get around.
The ferry from Oita is more expensive than the local ones in Kumamoto, but the trip is a little longer
and the boat a little bigger, so it makes sense. I think it was about 6,000 yen for me and my kei car
(his name is Max).
I left work at normal time on Friday and drove across to Oita. I’d planned and packed beforehand and I
arrived in perfect time to catch my ferry. The crossing was smooth despite it being a very blustery
night, and it took about 45 minutes to get to Ehime. After arriving, I had to drive quite a long way to
reach Matsuyama where I was staying that night. This is where being tired and driving a lot really
caught up to me, because the travel gods decided that the main expressway through Ehime would be
shut for repairs, so I had to spend about 3 hours meandering around back roads and rice paddies,
which at 11pm was not much fun. After getting to Matsuyama I found a parking spot and after a
solitary 1am onsen session in my hotel, I hit the hay.
The next morning I collected my boyfriend from
Matsuyama airport bright and early and we set off for
our first sightseeing spot of the day, Shimanami Kaido.
This is a very long, shining white bridge that stretches
between Ehime and Hiroshima. It’s particularly famous
as a cycling route, from Imabari to Hiroshima so if
you’re a keen cyclist, maybe that’s somewhere to take
your bike. We didn’t have bikes so we drove over it and
stopped to take some pictures. It’s very pretty and the
view from the hills around are breathtaking. It was
pretty chilly though and we were lucky with the
weather. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so good if it was
raining! You can also walk across the bridge if you have
time,
but I think it’s mostly famous for being beautiful.
After Shimanami Kaido, we headed to the town of
Imabari because there is a famous towel museum there
(yes, I know, towel museum, I laughed too). Imabari
towels are famous for being extra soft and absorbent
and the museum is actually quite interesting. They
have a large Moomin exhibit along with pretty much
any kind of towel you can imagine. You can also see the
weaving machines working which is cool. There are a
lot of places to take Instagram worthy photos too. We
ate there, and the food was good, so I recommend it if
you’re in the area.
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After the towel museum we headed back to
Matsuyama, and the scenery on the drive back was
beautiful. We were hoping to see the autumn leaves
changing colour, and we saw a lot of that in the
mountains. Ehime has a lot of natural lakes and manmade dams, so driving through the glorious red and
yellow mountains you can see stretches of blue and
reflected cloud every so often.
In Matsuyama city we went on a Botchan exploration.
Botchan is a famous novel by Natsume Sōseki and is
based on his experiences as a teacher in Matsuyama, so
references to it are everywhere. There’s a train from
the novel that runs on the tram tracks, and there’s a famous clock you can visit. I confess, I’ve never
read the book but I am told that if you have, this is all very exciting.
More interesting to me was the presence of Dogo
Onsen in the old section of Matsuyama city. This is
one of the oldest onsen in Japan, used by emperors,
and one of the inspirations behind the bath house in
Spirited Away. It is a beautiful old building, lit up
fantastically, but unfortunately it is SO busy. I
wanted to try the onsen but with a queue of people
waiting out the door, I just didn’t feel comfortable
sharing the onsen with that many people or being
rushed through. It was a Saturday evening so I can
understand why it was so busy. After giving up on
the onsen we went to a nearby restaurant and ate
some tai (red snapper), the local specialty, which
was really good. We were going to climb a mountain
the next day, so I made sure to eat a lot.
The next day I decided I wanted to climb a mountain, so we got up
very early and drove to Mount Ishizuchi, about 2.5 hours away
from Matsuyama. The first stage of the mountain is a ropeway
(yay!) which takes you a small chunk of
the way up the mountain. From there it’s
an easy walk to the mountain shrine
which is beautiful and quite interesting.
After that, its paths and walkways up the
rest of the mountain. One of the original
features of the climb is a set of metal
chains which you can use to ascend the
steepest parts of the climb. I really
wanted to try these out but it turns out
that mountains in November are quite
icy, so I was too scared of slipping off
them, so I went on the path instead. The
climb took quite a while because of the
ice, but the view from the top was
incredible. Miles and miles of beautiful
scenery, all the way to the sea. There’s a small shrine on the top
of the mountain too, so if you’re really scared of slipping and
dying on the way down at least you can say your final goodbye to
God.
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After walking (slipping) down the mountain it was time for a welldeserved onsen with a view of Matsuyama castle and my bodyweight
in pizza. The pizza shop managed to make the best mistake, we’d
ordered two large and a small pizza, and we got three larges. I was
so happy!
On our last day we were ticking off some random sightseeing, the
most famous of which seems to be Shimonada station. It’s a simple
station on the quiet train line by the sea with a nice view of the
water. Apparently it’s become Instagram famous in Japan so while I
didn’t really see the attraction, there were a lot of people there taking pictures. My favourite was the
older lady taking glamour shots of her three white
poodles in matching red coats. I wanted a copy of
those photos!
After that, I dropped my boyfriend at the airport and
drove back to the ferry and home. Annoyingly, he was
back in Tokyo before I had even left Ehime. That’s the
downside of driving, it’s cheaper but it does take
longer.
All in all, I’d recommend a visit to Ehime if you get
the chance. It has a lot of history, a lot of culture and
the mikans are amazing.
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Welcome
Back Home
“With love…” from Home to Home

I didn’t think I could get culture
shocked. I waited all my teenage years to be
able to ‘leave home’. I wanted to travel the
world, live by my own rules and do the things I
liked. And that’s exactly what I did as soon as
turned twenty! So two years ago, settling in the
fourth continent I was living in, did not bring any
unexpected or unfamiliar challenge. On the
contrary, settling in my inaka-ish Tamana, was a
piece of cake compared to other places. I
recently found this text I wrote my students a
bit more than a year ago.
“Culture shock? What culture’s shock? When I
was coming to Japan, many people said that I
would get a culture shock. I didn’t think so
because I already lived in many countries. And
even if I didn’t expect to, I actually had a
culture shock, a very small and pleasant one.
It was a very pleasant shock to discover how
much the people in Tamana were welcoming
and nice, it reminded me of home.
In Benin, my country of origin, we have a
proverb that says, ‘it takes a village to raise a
child’. I was raised in a culture where, people
live close to each other. You know who your
neighbours are, you help them when they
need, you give them fruits or vegetables from
your garden. My parents for example raised
many children from our community: taking
care of them, paying for their needs or
helping them. They are now considered to be
part of my family.
However, in my country of adoption, Canada,
the society is organized differently. Life is
just too busy. The families are smaller. Many
people don’t know they neighbours, and at
first, some do not speak with people they
don’t know. Through the years, I met a lot of
friends in Canada and I got close to them. And
now they are as close as my family. But at
first I didn’t have any friends for months.
On the contrary, from the first few days I
came to Tamana, I felt like I was back to
Benin. Not only the temperature in Tamana

was the same, but the way people are nice
and welcoming is very similar. People would
just stop to speak with me, ask questions
about my country, my culture, my work… and
they would offer their help if I needed
anything. They would give me fruits or
vegetables, candies or snacks and also teach
me how to speak Japanese, cook local recipes
or do origamis. I met many kind people who,
now, are becoming like my Japanese family.
Instead of a culture shock I feel in my
element!”
Looking back, I am compelled to reflect on how
this year brought another layer to my stance.
It’s been almost two years that I settled in
Japan. I have my routine, my friends and local
hangouts. I’ve been back to Canada at least
once a year since I came; I always came back to
my little apartment in Tamana with no woe. It’s
only this winter that I finally got homesick,
culture shocked and reverse culture shocked, all
this, in the space of a month or so! I guess no
one is exempt from missing some place called
home.
Two of my siblings living in Europe decided to
move with their families to Ivory Coast, a WestAfrican country. So the whole family (Dad, Mom
and their descendants) decided to celebrate the
holidays in that foreign land. On the menu, 17
family members from 5 different nations seeing
each other daily and having meals, parties,
playing games and so on. Overdose of
everything. For me an additional bonus:
renewing my overdue makeup stash. Brown
foundation and concealer in Japan? In your
dreams.
From Kumamoto, it nearly took me three days in
and between flights to make it there. On my
way I made short films of Kumamoto and my
travels around Japan introducing my new life to
all. The Daiso omiyages, local sake, teas and
wagashi (sweets) all made perfect gifts for the
young and old. I recorded my Japanese friends
and their children sending short messages and
their year-end greetings. I had my 95-years-old
Japanese mother address my parents. Then I
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spent hours editing the hundreds of pictures and
videos into a 15-minutes subtitled short film.
I spent 3 weeks in Africa. Differences?
Everywhere! The loud, colorful, emotional
Africa! Eating my mom’s and sisters’ cooking;
playing with my nephews and nieces as I met
some of them for the first time; finally getting
to wear my custom-made African clothes;
middle-age clubbing; endless discussions with
my brothers; early morning runs at the call of
the muezzin. Are you kidding? Life. Life
overflow.
First five minutes in Africa - epiphany! ‘Oh I
missed you so much!’, ‘I’m so glad to have all of
you around me’, ‘Hmm. Home.’, ‘Wait, I am not
a minority here!’, ‘I am so…not special, no one’s
staring!’, ‘What? You have 2 housemaids and a
driver?’, ‘So nice to go to a hair salon.’, ‘OMG! I
bought all that makeup?!?’
With an attentive audience of 16, I spoke fondly
of my inaka, showed the picture of Yufuin,
Takachiro Gorge, Kikuchi Gorge, Mount Aso, the
view from the onsen in Tensui, school festivals,
rice paddies, bamboo forests, wearing Kimono in
the Japanese festivals, the Yamaga Toro dance,
singing Gospel in Japan, the people I love here,
the things I do, in short life ‘back home’. My
family instantly wanted to come here, in
Kumamoto, and see what all that fuss was
about.

routine, wherever that was. I also came to miss
the cleanliness of my inaka, the quiet sunrise
view of the mountains from my balcony, the
sound of the birds chirping through my curtains,
the unprocessed brown organic rice from my
local producer, the freedom of driving my K-car
instead of being carried around by a chauffeur,
even sleeping on a futon instead of a soft
mattress. The onsen, I missed the onsen so
much… in short I missed home.
So, back home I came. Back to my students,
back to my classes, the marking, the clubs, the
chimes and the no-prints, un-red and un-yellow
dresses. I cooked some African dishes with the
spices I smuggled in few times, then said ‘good
bye’ and ‘see you again’ another time. I came
back to fresh tofu and soy sauce, nabe and rice
balls, to the bitter-sweet taste of quiet and
silence. Home is there but home is also here.
Home is wherever I chose happiness and love. So
welcome back home. And if it didn’t feel like
home yet, I’ve made it feel like home again.

Then, came the ‘Why is no one driving in their
lanes?’, ‘Why is everyone honking at 11PM?’,
‘How come everyone is jay-walking instead of
crossing at the traffic lights?’, ‘Wait, that taxi
driver never stopped at that red light!’, ‘These
food portions are just too big!’, ‘Such a bad
service! She practically threw the bill at us.’
Have you ever heard the expression ‘Home is
wherever family is’? How would you then define
home for such a chaotic family as mine? All of us
live in different countries. So, our definition of
love and family does not emphasize life in
proximity, but rather closeness at heart,
peaceful and joyful reunions and a good data or
mobility plan. For us, home is wherever we are
and, occasionally, wherever we stay together a
little while before life takes over again.
Then at last, each started to drift back to daily
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The Wee Bopper
on Flower Park Hill
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Wednesday, 20th February, 2019
There once was a little boy with spiky hair and
round glasses. He liked to run and zip around
corners, jumping up at people who dared cross
his path. He was forever smiling, forever talking,
and forever having fun.
One of his favourite games was to bop people on
the head. He would bop them on the front of the
head. Bop them on the back of the head. And
even sometimes, when he was feeling really
funny, would bop them on the bottom. Though,
this was seldom done.
One day, he found new prey, the curly haired
lady who was always saying “Hellooooooooo!”
when she walked past children in the hallways
and out on the playground. “Excellent”, he
grinned. “She looks like a perfect target for a
good bop on her curly head.”
He would wait until the perfect timing arose.
When fate would make their paths cross. She
was always with the older children, speaking in
gibberish, and then laughing, rocking on her
heels back, then crumpling forward as if the
laugh would knock her over. But he knew she
would visit his class one day soon. They
sometimes ate lunch together.
“What a silly lady”, he thought. “I’m going to
bop her on the head.”
A few weeks past, and finally, the day had come.
She was to eat lunch with his class. Hooray!
The class exploded with excitement and children
running around when she entered the room.
Questions that a common MTV interviewer
wouldn’t dream up came pouring from the
children’s mouths at great speed. Hurtled like
cannon fodder. One after another after another.
The lady had barely addressed one child’s
question before another one was three quarters
of the way through the next one. She smiled all
the while, trying to provide good answers while
clamming up at points. Perhaps she didn’t want
to answer. Perhaps she had no idea what cute
thing the child had just said.

Either way, “her curly hair was going to get a
bopping”, he grinned to himself.
After lunch, the children had roped the lady into
playing outside. They met by the long, steel bar,
that children often spun upon at great speeds,
never minding the danger of heads colliding with
the hard sandy ground.
“Let’s play tag”, the crowd chorused.
“No!!! Frozen statue tag”
“We played that last time! I want to play higherground tag”
“…dodgeball…”, a quiet voice chimed in.
The lady was given the difficult choice. With
great power comes great responsibility. She
looked like she was half enjoying herself and
half ready to crawl back into safe confines of
the building.
“Frozen statue tag” she decides. Wise. If she is
tagged, she can stand and catch her breath for a
bit. But it is never long till the children come
and “rescue” her
The wee bopping boy starts bounding about. He
is fast. He is quick. He is uncatchable. Bop, bop,
bop! He isn’t even it. But he bops away the
heads of his classmates mercilessly.
All the children have ingeniously made the lady
IT for the round. She looks overjoyed as she half
jogs, half walks, and occasionally sprints to
catch her prey. All at once, as if she has missed
a secret sign, the children start crowding around
her, holding her arms and back and front pulling
her every which way. “Tag me!” they cry.
The purpose of the game is lost on everyone.
Everyone suddenly wants to be it.
Here it comes! My ultimate chance! The wee boy
thinks. “Tag me!” he looks up cutely. He is so
tiny.
The lady tags him. And up, up, up he jumps, and
slum-dunks a good BOP on to the top of her
head, then runs off in fits of laughter.
Startled at the jumping power in that tiny
child’s legs, she tags another child, and
continues the game, unaware that she has just
lost a long fought war.
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The Legend
of the Unkai

Picture by Michi no Eki Aso: https://www.facebook.com/eng.michinoekiaso/

It is said that in the small village of Aso, nestled in the crater of an old volcano, a
natural but spectacular phenomenon occurs on some rare, mysterious mornings.

Only the early birds flocking overhead, the chosen pilots passing in the sky or the unlucky worker who
has to make the commute from outside of the caldera before sunrise has ever been blessed with a
glimpse, given only by God himself. A glimpse of the legendary Unkai.
It is said to pop up on random days, mostly in autumn but may also choose to rear its head on the
onset of a sunny day or a lucky spring morning. However, being the yokai that it is, it will dart from
heaven’s door between the mountains, its fluffy tails wagging mischievously. Those tails, named the
Shirokumo has the ability to expand as far as the circumference of the caldera shrouding everything in
a light refreshing mist. The Unkai, delights in shaking out its thick mane and leaping from peak to peak
in pursuit of its own tails running around in circles until every tree, rock and flower has been touched
by its soft white paws. Weary farmers welcome its arrival as it shelters their eyes from the harsh
morning sun.
One of its favourite pranks is to taunt the travellers who journeyed far and wide to catch a glimpse of
its legend. The Unkai is quick and impossible to predict. Numerous fortune tellers have tried
prophesizing its dubious nature. Yet without fail, every year, it manages to disappoint people by the
thousands as once hopeful voyagers turn back home compensated only by the picture captured by one
chosen photographer many years ago.
The villagers could have warned them. Many a villager has looked for the Unkai in their own backyards
but to no avail. Others have made the journey up the sides of the mountains, camping overnight in
tents and laying traps hoping to capture just one piece of evidence of its existence. The uncertainty of
sighting the Unkai should mean that by now, even the most adventurous of explorers would have given
up. This has not happened however, because its appearance means good fortune and the forthcoming
of one most important to the Obousan- temple priests in the area. When the Unkai has been released
from heaven’s gate, on its heels comes Shaka Sama the God of Aso.
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What a sight to behold when the image of the Nehanzou- (the reclining position of the Buddha) is
made conspicuous by the Unkai, which is a summons for its master to come out and play with him. For
just 30 minutes on those blessed mornings, master and pet descend upon the earth to look upon their
creations. The God allows his Unkai to frolic in the fresh air while his aura radiates from his body,
shining like the golden morning sun. Carefully, he sends his blessings down in rays of lights entering
even the deepest dreams of the kind hearted. The God bestows good luck and fortune to the chosen
ones, then calling back the Unkai, they make a quick disappearance back into the heavenly realm,
leaving no trace of their visit. The morning dawns then, bright and clear unknown to the villagers
rising up for their daily work.

(Photo Credit: Ericka Lange, Aso Chuo High School).

The lucky people who behold this marvel however, walk away with the memories forever etched into
their minds and awe on their faces as they retell the story of the sighting over and over in their own
heads.
Do you want to see the Unkai? All I can tell you is that your best chance is on a sunny day after a
notably cold night, when the sun just begins to rise. If the playful yokai decides to come out of its
home of course. A decision, it only makes on the day itself.
Note: This is a story of fiction. The Unkai is actually the “sea of clouds” that occur in Aso and other
mountain basins during the colder seasons. It is a meteorological event which happens randomly even
though there are websites that have attempted to predict it. What makes Aso different from other
places is the shape of the mountain range. If you are lucky enough to stand at the top of the caldera
to see the sea of clouds settle into the basin, I suggest that you look towards Mt. Aso for the most
beautiful view of the image of the Nehanzou (the reclining form of Buddha when he died) possible in
the region. Former JETs will remember Laputa no Michi (from the studio Ghibli movie), which
appeared only when the Unkai occurred. The 2016 earthquake has rendered this road impassable
however, and it can now only be reached through hiking up the side of the mountain. The authorities
have warned against people who attempt to do this so please do so at your own risk.
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Phonics
Escape Room
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Upon coming to Japan, I realized that one of the more under-taught components within the
elementary school English syllabus was phonics. Despite phonics being officially included in the
teacher’s guide (学習指導案例, gakushū shidōan rei) issued by the Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT), there were few references to phonics in the Let’s Try and We
Can textbooks aside from the jingles and accompanying worksheets. Furthermore, the elementary
school syllabus does not extend beyond letter sounds to digraphs, trigraphs and long vowel sounds.
Despite that, the importance of teaching phonics cannot be stressed more especially to non-native
learners of English: English pedagogical research has indicated that English learners, especially nonnative learners benefitted greatly from explicit instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics for
English reading (Shanahan & Beck, 2006). This is indicated as recently in the latest Kumamoto SDC
(Skill Development Conference) where the keynote lecture was devoted largely to the importance of
teaching phonics as the linguistic foundation for Japanese students in acquiring proficiency in the
English language.
There are many ways to make teaching phonics enjoyable in class asides from the stock use of the
Alphabet Jingle that had been already covered in the SDC. My example of a Phonics Escape Room is an
extension of the resources issued by MEXT and the content covered in the SDC. This game takes one
full lesson (45 minutes) though it can be much shorter if your students have an intermediate phonemic
awareness are able to recognize letter sounds independently without any assistance. (If so, please skip
to Step 4 or 5) This game utilizes various phonetic skills: the ability to recognize letter words and both
long and short vowel sounds in words that they have not come across. It also utilizes the ability to
blend letter sounds in order to make simple to more intermediate words.

My lesson plan is as follows:

1) I played the Alphabet Jingle as a sing-along in
order to review all of the letter sounds that they
had learnt. (2 min)
2) I explained the concept of an escape room:
that they are all stuck in a locked room and the
only way to get out of that room is to tell me
three separate passwords. In order to figure out
the password, they must acquire the skills to do
so. (3 min)
3) I began writing the alphabet in batches of
five (a-e, f-j, etc) on the board, and get them to
pronounce each alphabet from a-e in terms of
their alphabet pronunciation and the subsequent
phonetic pronunciation. I then handed out
review worksheets where I will pronounce a
word, and they have to circle the first letter of
that word based on what they hear. The
worksheets that I used were provided by MEXT
(We Can 1 Unit 7; MEXT materials are available
online, but are password-protected). So for
instance, if the word is “apple”, I would stress
the “a” sound. After finishing the worksheet, I
would go through the answers and repeat for the
next five letters until the entire alphabet is
covered. (25 min)

4) Upon finishing the worksheet, I would teach
them that the vowels are unique in the sense
that they have a long sound, as well as a short
sound. The short sounds were what they had
already learnt, but the long sound were simply
their alphabet sound. I would give examples and
get them to recite both sounds; for instance: u,
u (short sound), u (short sound), umbrella and u,
u(long sound), u(long sound), uniform) (5 min)
5) This is the escape room component: I would
give them a worksheet with words that has the
first letter missing. (I used the worksheet from
We Can 1, Unit 7, but you can make your own
too.) In pairs or groups, they would work on the
worksheets together. These missing letters
would form one password, and the worksheet
has two passwords. So for instance _urtle, _ce,
_ouse, _ggs would form the password: time. I
would recite each word closely with an emphasis
on the phonetic pronunciation on the first letter.
As these are words where the students are less
familiar with the spelling, it relies on them to
use their phonetic awareness in figuring out
what the first alphabet is. Once they figured out
the letters, they are supposed to blend the
letters together to form the sound of the
password. (7 min)
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6) For the last password, they have to look
around the classroom and find objects labelled
with a star. In my game, I placed a star on a fan,
table, bag, pencil and waterbottle. These are
objects that should be visible to everyone
regardless of where they are in order to
minimize movement. This is to ensure that the
classroom is adequately well-managed. I would
pick up a pen, and say: “The last password is the
name of the starred item that rhymes with
pen.” (7 min)

7) If they are confident that they have figured
out the missing letters and the pronunciation of
the password, they can come to the teacher and
whisper the password.

I carried out this escape room game with two classes of fifth graders and although escape rooms are
meant to be difficult, there were an average of 6 students per class who managed to figure out the
passwords. I think that this is a fun and doable game, as the resources are largely provided by MEXT –
the only downside I see is the amount of printing materials it requires and the amount of time needed.
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Top left: Nagasaki Lantern
Festival
Top right: Nagasaki Bio
Park capybara
Center: Nagasaki Bio Park
flamingos
Bottom left: Plum
blossoms (hakubai)
Bottom right: Nagasaki
Lantern Festival
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Top left: Plum blossoms
(koubai)
Top right: Nagasaki
Lantern Festival
Center: Plum blossoms
(koubai)
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