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A Whirlwind of Firsts for a First
Year JET
Denise Wiley

I’m still chuckling to myself how a few days ago I went to the
home store in search of a ladder and returned with a fancy
contraption which turned out to be a plant stand. It’s just another
in a series of bumbling mishaps that have become a part of
adjusting to daily life in Japan.
The past few months have been a whirlwind of firsts. I rode a
horse for the first time, went to Mt. Aso and saw a real live
volcano, and even made paper from pulp! I’ve also made a few
friends in my community, and have a dinner invitation in a few
weeks.
My very limited Japanese has resulted in some hilarious
interactions that in the West would probably make for
entertaining reality television. Alas, there are no cameras
following me around. For now, I’ll have to contend with relating
these encounters through late night phone calls back home.
As one of only two black people in Aso City, I naturally attract
curious stares every time I venture out. I’ve since come to realize
that people are much more intrigued by the matted bundle of
dreadlocks on my head than the colour of my skin. The very
young and very old will sometimes ask to touch it. Those in
between quickly scurry away when they are caught staring.
My first impression of the Japanese culture is the sense of pride
the people feel in preserving the traditions that are rooted so
deeply in who they are as a people. National pride I get, though
some things have left me mystified. Why do they use rags instead
of mops to wipe the floor during cleaning time? If the Kanji
strokes are not written in order, will you not end up with the
same letter? Is it really necessary to say “otsukaresama desu” 200
times a day?
But I have also accepted that due to cultural differences,
inevitably there will be some things I won’t understand. It
certainly won’t stop me from enjoying my time in Japan. The
students are delightful, especially the younger ones who
gesticulate and carry on crazy antics in a bid to communicate with
me. Despite the language barrier, a group of students managed to
teach me the game of dodge ball. At another school, a small boy
kept shouting at me in Japanese until I realized he wanted me to
play catch with his hat. I’ve taken up calligraphy and I’m told my
“work” will be displayed at the local festival in November.

And just as the dreaded culture shock was beginning to set
in, I discovered a bar right in the middle of Aso, serving
Jamaican beer and playing reggae music. As if that wasn’t
enough to make me feel at home, a few days ago I
discovered one of the most revered plants from Jamaica in
the flower section of my supermarket. Apparently, the
plant Jamaicans know as Sorrel is very popular in floral
arrangements in Japan. Meanwhile, in Jamaica, sorrel is
blended with ginger, spices and a splash of pure white rum
to create a heavenly drink that brings to a Jamaican
Christmas what turkey does to American Thanksgiving.
I’ll certainly need the sorrel to get me through the next
few months. It’s starting to get cold, and it doesn’t help
that I just happen work up in the Namino hills where it’s at
least 5 degrees colder than Aso City. But I’ve finally
managed to put together a winter friendly wardrobe, and
though I’m a bit more overdressed than my colleagues, I
think I’m adjusting somewhat considering I’m only
accustomed to 30 degree island weather.
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Culture Shock
Treatment
Jessica Weinstein

“Aren't you nervous about moving to Japan?”
Whenever people asked me this I used to joke that the
only thing that made me nervous was mukade. Everything
else-- living on my own for the first time, overcoming
language barriers and cultural differences, being so far
away from my family and friends-- none of these things
really worried me as I spent last summer distilling twentytwo years into two large suitcases and a carry-on. After
all, I had been on my own before. I had made entirely
new sets of friends. I could do it again.
I have found, however, that when one undergoes a major
change in life there is a considerable amount of energy
spent on reassuring other people. Looking back it seems
as though I spent more time reassuring others than
allowing the reality of the move to sink in for myself. It
was a good distraction. There were other foreigners in the
area if I needed help, I told my parents. I insisted that I
planned to study Japanese every day. I would talk to as
many people as possible. It was going to be okay. And
besides, I knew that I was going to deal with a lot of new
challenges during my time abroad. I intended to grow
from them—that was the whole point.
Well, one year later, I am okay. Most of the time.
Most of the time, I am the person who moved to the
other side of the world to have an adventure only
dreamed of by her childhood self. I am a staff member in
a junior high school who takes part in school events and
ceremonies alongside her colleagues. I create lessons and
activities for elementary school. I tutor a Russian transfer
student in Japanese. I've made friends with people in my
town and travel the country nearly every month. I've
started dance lessons and calligraphy and learn them
both in what I can now call my second language.
Most of the time, I feel like a pretty okay person.
Other times it feels like I'm the star of a bad comedy. On
the most innocuous of these, I become Jesh-ka, the
marvel from the mysterious land of Amerika. She walks!
She talks! She uses chopsticks! She has crazy brown hair

“Give up one
world, give up
the next and
give up giving
up. You are
patient.”
-Cooper Edens,
With Secret
Friends

and lives among us!
I know people mean well. I know that much of this
comes from a lack of exposure to people from
“gaikoku,” or rather, Not-Japan. I know that many
foreigners can't use chopsticks or read hiragana, and
people are just trying to make friendly conversation. I
even know that the awkward experiences I've had
aren't nearly as bad as the ones some of my friends
have. I try to remind myself of these things as I assure
my Japanese colleagues as patiently as I can that, while
life was very different in America, I am still able to do
basic things. I've mostly gotten over this part.
The truly bad days, however, hit me on a much more
personal level. On these days I am neither useful nor
wholly disposable, and so my vague presence seems to
be only tolerated by the people around me with that
fantastic sense of obligation which Japan carries out so
well. I fret that people will never tell me I've done
something wrong until it's too late. I worry that I could
always be doing something wrong. I drift through these
days, wondering whether I've crossed some imaginary
line and failed to meet unspoken expectations. Am I
doing too little? Trying too hard? Is my Japanese that
bad? Am I worried over nothing? When I return home I
am weary from trying to puzzle out the hidden
meanings of things and too tired to reach out to those
whom I do trust. After all, who's to say that this anxiety
isn't proof that I'm not good enough to be here? I can't
help but wonder why no one around me seems plagued
by these same insecurities.
“Even a bad day,” I remember telling everyone but
myself last summer, “is a bad day in Japan.”
I still want to believe that. However, I've realized that
being a foreigner in Japan has its own special set of
rules. For those who are not yet fluent in the language,
becoming friends with a Japanese person takes effort.
For those with anxiety, it takes more. First impressions
count in bigger ways than I'm used to. And then, of
course, there are other foreigners. I often wonder
whether I would be friends with the same people if we
had met anywhere else. The people I meet here are
incredible; they're fun, adventurous, intelligent, and
exciting. I've had a great time with other ALTs and I'm
thankful that I've been given the chance to meet such
wonderful people. But how do people see me when we

meet after a long day of ignoring the students who mock
my accent and the teachers who after eight months still
ask if we eat rice in America? Would the same friends I
admire so much want to be friends with me in another
life? On my bad days, the only answer I can give myself is
a resounding no.
That might be true. It might not. Regardless, I am
learning to be okay with it.
Perhaps this is something that only I am dealing with,
but hey, we're all here for different reasons. I came here
to figure myself out. I knew that the only way to
accomplish that was for me to take away everything—
my family, my friends, my favorite snacks and hobbies
and hometown—to completely strip myself of all that,
and then figure out what remained of me. It's a
liberating thought, when I remember to feel liberated.
Now that I've stepped back from everything, though,
how do I stop myself from getting in my own way?
These are struggles I've carried with me for a long time,
and it often feels like I will never be able to work
through everything. Unlearning so many bad habits and
destructive thoughts is a long process, after all. But I can
definitely say that I've gotten some of the answers I was
looking for in the year since I came. And there are plenty
of bad days left to get me thinking about the rest. There
are still so many things I have to figure out.
When I look back at the past year—the bad days and the
missed opportunities and the weak moments—there are
very few things I can say I regret. I needed to be here
and, as hard as it gets, this is something I chose for
myself. I'm determined to walk away from this
experience with more perspective and purpose. The bad
days have meaning.
The main reason for all of this rambling was to reach out
to any of you who have been dealing with a similar
struggle (and for those who are just beginning to).
Perhaps you've been told already—perhaps not—but
you are not crazy and you are not weak. And even if you
are, well, you're not alone. Being out here is an
incredible, exhilarating, unreal experience. It's also
exhausting, awkward, and alienating. In a place like this
one experiences such an intense isolation... And while I
know some who relish this kind of solitude, I can't deny
that it's been difficult for me in ways I would have never
anticipated.
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Advice from a 2nd Year
JET
Misato-K

It’s coming…

That dreaded time of year when our houses are colder inside than it is outside; when you have to choose between
roasting right next to the school heaters or freezing 5 meters away; when your daily food staple changes to hot
drinks and soup. Not only that, but all you first years will be hitting culture shock (if you haven’t already). Yes,
Japan is not perfect. But don’t fool yourselves. Back home wasn’t perfect either. You were just comfortable with
those imperfections.
My advice to you: rant. Get together with people and complain about every little thing that’s bothering you. It’s a
big change for us and it’s better to let things out than keep them in.
Step two: stop. Once you’ve complained yourself into the New Year it’s time to take a deep breath and push all
the negative out. Despite the many bumps in the road, there are so many things that Japan has that you’ll end up
missing when you’re gone. It’s time to find those things and enjoy them to their fullest.
Step three: create your happiness. You can’t sit around and wait for the world to thrust happiness upon you.
Winter plus culture shock is a double whammy of depression. Take a chunk of time every day to do something you
enjoy. My personal recipe for happiness is love and laughter. Watch a TV show that makes you laugh so hard your
sides hurt (K’s recommendations: Modern Family and Rick & Morty), then meet up with friends and don’t forget
the hugs! Japan is a very “personal bubble” society, so we often forget that we haven’t received enough physical
affection. The minimum number of hugs per day, that equals enough oxytocin release, is 8! I bet you haven’t had
that many hugs today. And make new friends! There are over 100 of us in Kumamoto-ken! That’s far more than
the handful of people you’ve initially connected with and have been hanging out with so far. I find that everyone
is willing to hang out if you send them a message! Don’t wait for happiness to find you. Drag it out of hiding and
teach it your favourite board game. ;)
No matter how much it looks like everyone is having fun on Facebook, you are definitely not the only one
struggling with life in Japan. I still struggle. There are still moments when all you can say is “That makes zero
sense…” and the Japanese still shrug their shoulders saying “That’s how it is.” You get used to it and you learn to
let it go. Just because something is different or not entirely logical, doesn’t make it the end of the world. There’s
no reason for your time here to be anything but amazing. So it’s time for you to make sure it ends up that way!
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Enso and Rituals
Rachel O’Hanlon

The Enso is a symbol deeply engrained within
Japanese culture and is centered around Zen Buddhist
beliefs. The uninterrupted and uninhibited stroke of
the brush represents a single moment in which the
mind is clear and allows freedom for the body to
create. This minimalist symbol represents
enlightenment within both the universe and the void,
celebrating creation, imperfection, and universal
acceptance of the things that are. The circle can
either be opened or closed. If the former is the case,
it is meant to represent the beauty in imperfections
and the tranquility among the chaos of the universe.
It is believed by Zen Buddhists that the artist’s
character is exposed by their Enso. It is said that only
a person who is completely spiritually enlightened
can draw a true Enso. Some artists make drawing the
Enso a daily spiritual practice.

The daily rituals of my life allow calm to greet my mind. My mornings,
noons, and nights compose my movements as I reflect more and more upon
my chaos, my losses, and my thoughts. This is not yet the season of harvest,
but it’s coming. I must plant the seeds of who I will be at the end of this life
looking back. I draw the Enso before the sun rises, quietly sitting and
contemplating the silence of the Earth in those moments, and I think about
who I want to be. I think of who I am in those moments as I embrace
imperfections and steadily rise and converge with a better self slowly and
surely. I gently let my woes go, projecting them out into the universe with
each deep breath. I sip on tea, I complete my stretches, my movements, my
breaths. Every day, I take care to wake up before the sun finds me, and I
dream, think and practice my intentions. I draw my Enso throughout the
day, as I circle in and throughout my thoughts and surroundings. I reach out
with warmth, I hug inward with warmth. I breathe in and breathe out.
During the day I let each imperfect moment permeate through me and then
leave. At night, I breathe myself to sleep, dreaming about my life, I circle
the Enso over again, I turn it around and feel it, carving it into the walls of
my mind, engraving tranquility and dedication each night. My Enso shows
me a fleeting life, my cyclical time, my heavy thoughts, the universe in my
head. I move with my Enso through and through, I practice my Enso simply,
I practice it with my rituals. I create my life.

円
相

Ogata, Kenzan (Japanese,
1663-1743). “Sixth Month”
after Fujiwara no Teika’s
“Poem of Birds and
Flowers of the Twelve
Months.” From Gleanings
of Worthless Weeds
(Shuiguso), 1743. Edo
Period (1615-1868).

“Crystal Polyps encapsulate the cherry blossom tree.
Beauty held forever beneath the sun.
Every day we walk to see the sight.
Every day is a day for flowers.
As seasons pass we start to grow apart.
Your hand was once encapsulated in mine.
Now I walk alone to see the cherry blossom tree.
Now I stand forever beneath the sun.”
-A poem Ms. O’Hanlon found on the internet by a guy named Dan.

Edited by Rachel O’Hanlon

