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From the Edge of Okinawa

My sister taught me the first thing I ever knew about Japan.
She was doing a report for school and told me that if Japanese
people did not eat every grain of rice in their bowl, they were
given another and had to finish that. It took me several years to
learn that this was an exaggeration, but it did start me on a path.
Later, when I was in junior high I was in a choir and my family
hosted some of the singers from a Japanese children’s choir for
a few days. I learned a bit more about Japan, and remember the
difficulty they had understanding English. I knew all through
high school that I wanted to visit Japan. In college, I took every
Japanese course I could. Then I became an ALT with the JET
Programme and my life changed forever.

When I got my placement, I had to search hard to find
where it was. It took several tries before I finally found a few
bits of information on the small Island to which I had been
assigned. It was at the Eastern edge of Okinawa. The second
I arrived, I knew it was the right place for me. The island
was small, with a population of less than 600 people, yet they
welcomed me easily despite language and cultural barriers.

Every day became a new lesson in some aspect of Japan. It
was a unique experience as well, as the island has a unique mix
of Okinawan and mainland Japanese cultures. I learned to sumo
wrestle, speak Japanese, and joined a moai. I got to know the
name of every student on the island, and practiced badminton
with them after school.

Along the way, I developed an interest in photography and
quickly became the semi-official photographer for the school
and island. Finally, I had found a way to begin to give back to
the hospitality and kindness I had been shown. In addition to
teaching English, photography became a bridge between me and
the students. Luckily, I developed a good enough relationship
with the island and teachers that I was able to go with the
second years on their school trip. It was an amazing experience
and I felt truly thankful to be given the opportunity. Of course, |
brought my camera along so that the other teachers could focus
on the students. When we returned, each student had hundreds
of pictures to keep their memories fresh, and share with their
parents and friends. I was also able to create a short video to
help promote the island in English and Japanese.

Still, T felt like I should do more. While I was active, I also
had free time on the weekends and some nights to fill, so I began
to think of what I could do. The JET Programme is a one of a
kind program, students from all over Japan get to interact with
people of different nationalities and learn about other cultures.
But I knew from by classes in college that true cross cultural
exchange requires both sides to make a difference. How then,
could I promote interest in Japanese culture? How could I help
bridge cultural and linguistic gaps between Japan and the West.
What could be a compliment to my job teaching Japanese kids
about America?
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I had never written anything longer than a business plan,
and certainly never fiction, but I thought I saw an answer. If |
could write a story, an entertaining story about living in Japan,
perhaps I could encourage young western readers to learn more
about Japan on their own.

I started a screenplay and the story unfolded almost on its
own. It was another new experience for me. Soon I had a full
screenplay, a fictional story that contained many of my own
experiences, a story that I hoped showed a bit of the real Japan.
I enjoyed writing so much that I also began a blog, More Things
Japanese to share the knowledge and experience I had gained,
along with my pictures, with anyone who might want to learn
more about Japan. My screenplay turned into a manuscript, and
as I learned to write, and learned more about Japan, it grew with
me.

Last year, I moved. It was a sad parting, but the many
friends I made are still my friends. Now I live on the other side
of Okinawa, and on a larger ‘outer’ island. Now I have many
new students to teach and learn from. [’m still on the edge of
Okinawa, just a very different edge. I do sumo, but there is not
much room for badminton with all the baseball my students
play. There are new activities, and new friends. I get to teach
at eight schools and still take just as many pictures. I don’t get
to know each individual student nearly as well as I knew the
ones on my previous island, but there is always a new event just
around the corner, and a new opportunity to teach a little more
about the Japan.

Of course, I still write. My first novel Samurai Awakening
is set to be published by Tuttle Publishing in America in the
fall, and hopefully in Japan soon after. It is my hope that my
photography and writing inspires more interest in Japan and
greater understanding between the Edge of Okinawa and the rest
of the world.
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