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Being a Dutch ALT in Japan

I am one of the three current JET participants from the
Netherlands. Three people might not seem that many, and in
fact, it is not. Just for comparison, this year there are about 2,400
JET participants from the United States alone, and our cozy
group of Dutch JETs makes up less than 1 per mil of the entire
JET programme! Is that surprising? Not really. The Netherlands
is a relatively small country of about 17 million inhabitants. And
perhaps most importantly, our native language is not English
(though most of us are quite proficient at it). But did you know
that for 200 years the Netherlands was the only Western country
that Japan dealt with, and that the Japanese language still uses
Dutch loanwords from that period?

From the 17th to the 19th century, Dutch traders were
the only Westerners allowed to trade with Japan. They lived
exclusively in a tiny trade post on the artificial island of
Dejima, in the Nagasaki harbour. Apart from trading goods, the
Dutch presence also allowed for fragments of Western science
and culture to enter the country. Japanese scholars calling
themselves “Rangakusha” got schooled in Western medicine
through the Dutch language, which during that short period was
a somewhat sophisticated language of science around Nagasaki.

Of course, Japan opened up its borders after the Meiji
restoration and was exposed to influences from many other
countries in the world. But even now, a few Dutch loanwords
remain in everyday Japanese language, most notably beer and
coffee (others include randsel, glass and duck). And you can still
visit the original site of Dejima in the city of Nagasaki. So while
the Edo period is long gone, when I mention my home country
is “Oranda,” many Japanese recognize the historic relationship
between the Netherlands and Japan.

The JET Programme obviously has very little to do with
Rangaku and scholarly samurai learning the Dutch language.
I did not come here to trade with Nagasaki samurai, but as an
ALT, meaning of course that I teach English to schoolchildren.
I work at a junior high school in Tonami, Toyama Prefecture.
Being a non-native English speaker, I got the chance to come
here because of the special relationship between the Netherlands
and Tonami, which has everything to do with another famous
Dutch symbol: the tulip.

Tonami lies in the so-called Hokuriku area of Japan, and
has a sister city-relationship with a city in the Western part of
the Netherlands: Lisse. Although Lisse is a small city, it attracts
hundreds of thousands of international visitors in spring, when
it opens up its famous flower garden “de Keukenhof.” Tonami
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has a similar flower garden, Tulip Park, on a slightly smaller
scale than its Dutch counterpart, which is nevertheless very
popular when its tulips are in bloom. The tulip is even part of
the Tonami city logo, and can be seen as a decorative symbol all
over the city. I guess you could say it is easy for a Dutch person
to feel at home!

My Japanese friends usually refer to Toyama prefecture
as “the countryside.” And indeed it does not have many big
cities and has many rice fields. Owning a car is pretty much a
necessity. But when I am looking out on the impressive Japanese
Alps or enjoying some mouthwatering buri-sushi, 1 find life
in Toyama to be good. And if I feel like going to a big city,
Kanazawa is only 40 minutes away, and Kyoto and Osaka can
be reached in a little over three hours by the Thunderbird train.

Teaching in junior high school is a great job. Sure, even
Japanese teenagers can be unruly in class, but I find it a
privilege to play an active role in their education at this stage
of their lives. Although my job is to teach English, I get a lot of
opportunities to tell them about my country too. I just hope they

will remember some of it!

Outside school, around Tonami there is a surprisingly large
number of events where locals and foreigners meet. I find it
very rewarding to attend as many of these as possible. You can
gain a lot from the connections you make at such occasions. At
one event | was introduced to Japanese traditional instruments.
Afterwards, I decided to join a shamisen circle, and sat on stage
doing my first shamisen gig after just two months.

My university major was Japanese language, and one of my
goals has always been to get a deeper understanding of Japan
and its people. Now, how often do you get the chance to go to
another country and witness firsthand how children are brought
up in their own culture? I therefore find every day here to be a

unique and precious experience.

I am also very happy to be able to represent my country in
Japan, and I hope to make an active contribution to increasing
the knowledge that Japan and the Netherlands have of each
other. And who knows, there might be more Dutch JET
participants in the future. Right now there are only three of us,
but from the traders in Dejima to Dutch loanwords and the tulips
in Tonami, just to name a few things, the Netherlands and Japan
may be more connected than you think.



