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Ganbappe! On Track to Normalcy Kathryn Oi

The damages from the M9.0 earthquake and 16-meter
tsunami in my town, Minami Sanriku, left me without a house
or belongings. I stayed at my school, which was a designated
evacuation shelter for the first couple days afterwards. The
situation was dire, food was scarce and there was fear of a nuclear
catastrophe. I sought for a passage out and reached Tokyo within
seven days, Los Angeles within ten days. I chose to return home
primarily for two reasons: a) the uncertainty of a meltdown at the
Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant and b) to give peace of mind to
my family and friends.

While at home, I was constantly thinking about my students,
my teachers and friends back in Minami Sanriku. Sitting in the
comfort of my home in America did not give me peace of mind —
on the contrary, it gave me more anxiety and a stronger resolve to
go back and help out. At last an email from my supervisor came
in April, asking me to come back and resume classes when school
starts. Given this special circumstance, my new residency is a
home stay with a local family. This arrangement made my return
and commute to school possible.

School started on May 10, and classes have resumed per usual.
During the times I am sitting at my desk or in the middle of class,
life seems as it always was and the kids are outwardly just as
cheerful as they ever were. But anywhere outside of those specific
vicinities, I enter a new reality that constantly reminds me of the
tsunami and its scarring effects.

The first month upon my return, there were duties to fetch
water for the sinks and toilets about twice a day. School lunch
was provided, although simplified to bread and milk. However,
much has improved since then; running water has returned (albeit
we cannot drink it) and school lunches have been upgraded to
delicious bento boxes!

Since becoming a shelter, the school's gym cannot be used for
assemblies or after school club activities. However, the staff and
students persevere, not allowing some alterations deprive the kids
of club training. For example, the baseball team now shares part
of its ground with the basketball and volleyball teams, while the
soccer and kendo clubs use the elementary school’s grounds and
multi-purpose room respectively.

The school, too, has made accommodations for the time
being. The computer room and one of the science rooms have
been converted into storage spaces, each room stacked to almost
the ceiling with boxes of relief supplies. The hallways have been
colorfully decorated and filled with dozens of senbazuru as well as
support messages and posters from all over Japan and the world.

Local businesses are also gradually reopening and operating
to the best of their abilities. The local Seven-Eleven convenient
stores lost in the tsunami are now operating from trucks in the
same locations. I passed them the other day and the store clerks
were waving rice balls as an invitation for me to stop by. There is
also a new Lawson store operating from what was once a garage
near the Shizugawa Bayside Arena shelter. I was ecstatic that I
could purchase cucumbers and tomatoes in a store (rather than
receive them as relief supplies)! Banks, cell phone shops, and the
post office are also operating again in temporary portables near
shelters.

Nationwide volunteers have been flowing in and out of the
junior high school with some groups even providing medical and
dental hygiene services. One of my favorite pastimes is hearing
about the volunteers’ travels to Minami Sanriku and seeing all the
various license plates!

28 BAHERMET2—3L Auvgust 2011

I, too, have been doing my best settling into a new routine
in and outside of school. Probably the most impactful to me is
the absence of about sixteen students who transferred out. I was
devastated to hear the news, but was reassured that about half of
them should return once they secure a temporary house in the area.

In the beginning of this term, I went to my junior high school
only. But by the first week of June, my schedule returned to
normal and I started visiting elementary schools again. The kids
have calmed down compared to last year, but they still greet me
warmly and we enjoy English classes together.

Without a car, my means of travel are largely dependent on
those who don’t mind my company. I have carpooled with teachers
to games and tagged along with my host family to run errands
outside of Minami Sanriku. Apart from that, I walk to school
everyday, except for typhoon days, in which my host father offers
to drop me off on his way to work. My host father also surprised
me with a bicycle. So on the days that I am running late, I go to
school on my bike! Without the Kesennuma Line trains, getting
out of Minami Sanriku is not as easy. But there are public buses
running that frequent between Utatsu and Shizugawa, and others
that can take me as far as Sendai.

It feels really good to be back. Not only does it feel good to
be back, it feels right. I was worried about the reception upon
returning, but the shout-outs to me and warm smiles washed all
those needless doubts away. My spirit has rekindled upon seeing
my students’ faces again. The relationships I built pre-tsunami
have since made my life post-tsunami a very easy transition.
Despite losing everything by the hands of Mother Nature, the
townspeople have shown me the power of unwavering love and
support. We will get through this together and by our own hands.

There is still much to be done in terms of cleaning up and
rebuilding the town, but things are starting to turn around. People
are moving into their temporary homes, students are returning, and
the ninth grade graduation ceremony that should have been March
12 has been set in August. Everyone is doing their best to return to
normal as much as they can and as soon as they can.

Pinned in such a desperate situation, we are reminded of our
limitations and fragility as human beings. The tsunami helped
open my eyes to what really matters. I have come to realize and
cherish the intangible and invaluable relationships I have made.
Mother nature’s attack devastated the nation’s northeastern coast,
but the people more united and stronger rose to overcome this.
With a new outlook on life, I am looking forward to another year
here, watching my town as it continues to move forward and rise
from the ashes.

Ganbappe, Minami Sanriku!
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A Fukushima ALT

I’'m amazed at the fact that it’s already been a year since
I first came to Fukushima. Yet sometimes, I find it difficult to
believe that it’s only been a year. However I do know is that
my experience so far on the JET Program has been, for lack
of a better word, unforgettable. I’ve been asked to share my
experiences here with you, so let me start you off with a little
Jjikoshokai action and get things started. My name is Gene Lyu
and I’m from Los Angeles, California. I’'m a first year ALT in
Fukushima prefecture. I like potatoes. I hate natto. I’m also not
a big fan of squatter toilets. Yoroshiku onegaishimasu.

A week or so after Tokyo Orientation is when I had my first
“I can’t believe I signed up for this” moment. I found myself the
lone foreigner in a town of about 8,000 grandpas and grandmas,
where the tallest building around is a rice silo.

I had studied abroad in Tokyo one year earlier, so I figured
at least communicating wouldn’t be that big of an issue. I soon
learned that I had grossly overestimated my level of Japanese.
In some cases, I’ve resorted to smiling and nodding. Fortunately
for me, the people in this town were more than willing to work
around my failed attempts at Japanese. I can’t say enough
about how caring and kind hearted the people of this town are.
Furthermore, I was lucky, in my opinion, to be at only one
junior high school. It’s given me a chance to get to know all the
students and staff very well. The best part is that I get to work
with the same JTE everyday who, without fail, reminds me what
an awesome ALT I am. Things were looking up.

After a rocky start, it’s safe to say I had something of a
change of heart. I was starting to embrace the inaka life. For
example, I now know what doburoku is since I have been
hearing is constantly at enkais. Eventually, I fell into a very
comfortable routine. Go to school and teach classes with an
awesome JTE, then take care of an English club that’s full of
students who love English, and finally go to the local Judo club
to release some stress only to get beaten up by old Japanese men
who are half my size and twice my age.

And so the good life went on like this until March 11™. That
Friday was graduation day, so everything got wrapped up at
around noon. I was contemplating taking a half day, when the
entire room started to twist and shout. Teachers jumped under
their desks when the quake hit. It was pretty brutal from the
onset. My JTE was crying under her desk screaming "I don't
want to die." I kept telling her that everything was going to be
okay, but deep down inside I was thinking the same thing she
was.

Once the initial shaking subsided, the vice-principal sent the
teachers home to check on their families and homes. I thought to
myself, what am I going to go check on, my pile of dirty dishes?
So I just stayed at school with a few others to help clean up the
mess. As soon as we started to clean, the tsunami alert went off.
A crowd had gathered at school at that point, and we all just
stood there in silence watching the tsunami come and swallow
up everything in its path. It was a sight to remember for eternity.

I cannot say enough about how well taken care of I was

Gene Lyu

throughout this ordeal. When I wasn’t staying at school, which
had become a make-shift evacuation center, I was staying with
teachers and their families as I did not have a home to return to.
They gave me clothes, food and whatever else I needed at the
time. You have to remember when the earthquake first hit that
all stores were closed and water was scarce. We weren’t quite
sure where our next meal would be coming from as well. To
willingly share under those circumstances is a testament to the
kindness of the Fukushima people. It still blows my mind when
I think about how giving they were, especially when they had
themselves and their own families to take care of.

Another source of inspiration was the strength of the
Fukushima JET community. Despite living in one of the largest
prefectures in Japan, we have a very tight-knit group. People
who stuck around did what they could to make sure everyone
else was safe, myself included. If JETs weren’t volunteering
at local evacuation centers, they were most likely helping with
the cleanup effort out on the coast. Many JETs who had left
for their respective countries worked to raise awareness of the
situation out in Japan. Those JETs were able to bring back a
significant amount of money for those areas in need. This was
possible because of the countless charities set up by the JETs
who remained in Japan. I think it’s safe to say that the JET
participants of Fukushima definitely came through in the clutch.

I have now returned to school, where a semblance of
normalcy has been reestablished. My JTE is back to reminding
me on day to day operations. It’s also good to see the children
laughing and enjoying themselves again. Families who have lost
their homes are slowly being moved into temporary housing
units and the handful of businesses that were around before are
back up and running again.

But a quick peek outside at the debris still left scattered
on the coast, reminds us all that this is far from over. Needless
to say, the town folks are toiling away day and night to gain
back what they have lost, and many JETs are still devoting
their weekends to volunteering on the coast. This true sense of
community is easily the most amazing aspect of Fukushima, and
I’m very proud to be a part of it. I have so much to be thankful
for, it’s almost embarrassing. They tell us when we sign up for
the JET Programme that it is a life changing experience. I truly
believe in these words. However, there is one thing we should
all keep in mind, we should all strive to continue paying it
forward to the wonderful and caring things the Japanese people
have done. It definitely changed and saved my life. One last
thing, keep your chin up and let’s all come out of this together!
Ganbare Fukushima!

B

BARER b T #—> L August 2011 31





