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Monohon - a newly opened ramen restaurant.
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JET LETTER

A letter from ex JET

Ian Wheatley
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Dear Reader,

Are you a prospective JET looking for the feel of life in Ja-
pan? Or more likely, you are an ex-JET, reminiscing and wonder-
ing if everyone else still feels the way you do about those years. Ei-
ther way, take 90 seconds out of what you are doing while I share
my story with you.

20 years ago today, I had been in Japan just over 4 months. [
lived in Osaka and felt so very lucky to be there. I had friends in
the middle of the county-side in Tohoku or on an island with one
shougakkou only and 25 kids to teach. I felt smugly too that Osaka
was better than Tokyo because surely those Edo JETS were just
hanging out at the Hobgoblin in Roppongi and not getting to see
the ‘real Japan’. I have found out over the years though, from read-
ing letters like these, it didn’t matter where you got sent in Japan. It
had a very special effect on everyone.

I lived and taught in a small suburban town just south of the
big city. On my first night there someone knocked on my door and
invited me over to their house for dinner. That turned out to be the
local doctor who hosted exchange students and was tied in with
Rotary in a big way. They became my Japanese family and I ate
with them almost every week. To this day we are still in touch.
Then another day, a lady stopped me on the street and asked me to
visit her Friday night English conversation class at the local
kouminkan. A week after that, I had another 10 Japanese mums;
each week bringing me their homemade ume-boshi, shio-konbu and
taki-komi-gohan.

It was 1996 and we didn’t have internet. Instead we had a
telephone tree where one person would come up with an idea for
Friday night, call one friend who’d call another and so on. Some-
times the tree would sprout roots off in all directions as people
shared Friday night plans at the same time. Calling overseas on
NTT was Y500 a second or something so we’d call a number in
Minnesota and wait for a call back so we could call home to Eng-
land at US rates. Before I went to Japan, I wrote a letter to my pre-
decessor and waited, months... to get a reply.

I had absolutely no idea what to expect when I left for Japan.
1 didn’t know how lucky I was.

I travelled everywhere. Christmas 96 four friends hired a jeep
and we explored Thailand. Spring 97 I hitchhiked from Yamagata
to Osaka. Summer ’98 I sailed the Pacific Ocean in a yacht with a
crew of 6 Japanese, plus my mate and me. I went to Sapporo in the
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north, Taketomi-jima of Okinawa in the south. Fukui on the upper
side, Nagoya on lower side. I sailed around Awaji Shima and under
that huge bridge. I walked Nakasendo. 1 fell in love with natto. And
sho-chu. And ei-hire. 1 left Japan in late 1998. I have been back al-
most every year since.

1 worked at Mitsubishi Shintaku when 1 got back to London.
And then a further 13 years in various financial firms. But the
whole time I wondered about trying to do something Japan related
again. Then 3 years ago I decided to stop dreaming and start doing.
I left my job and went back to Japan to start studying the language
again and train to be a ramen chef. I came back to London and cre-
ated my own ramen recipes. 3 months ago, after much searching, 1
found a property... and if all goes to plan I will have opened a ra-
men-ya called Monohon Ramen by the time this article is pub-
lished.

A millions things have happened in my life since I left Japan.
Recently I got married, became a dad and launched my own busi-
ness. But every few days, I stop and think back to those amazing
years on the JET program. Perhaps you do too?

Profile—

lan Wheatley is a member of the JET Program Alumni Asso-
ciation of London (JETAA London). He is the founder of MONO-
HON RAMEN, in which he serves real ramen to Londoner at rea-
sonable prices. Monohon means “real thing” in Japanese slang. He
was an Assistant Language Teacher on the JET Programme in Osa-
ka Prefecture from 1996 to 1998. He currently lives in London,
UK. Contact him at < info@monohonramen.com >. Visit his ra-
men restaurant’s web site at <http://monohonramen.com/>.



