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Touching Tohoku

I knew absolutely nothing about Miyagi Prefecture, in North
Eastern Japan, when I discovered that I had been placed there on
the JET Programme. Subsequent research only turned up photos
of rice paddies and descriptions of rural life. I was concerned
at first, but the next four years I spent there were undoubtedly
some of the best of my life.

Rural Rules!

What I came to realise after | arrived in Miyagi, is that while
the attractions of major cities like Tokyo, are open to everyone,
you actually need to live in rural Japan to fully experience
everything it has to offer. It is unlikely that the few tourists
passing through the back waters of Miyagi would be invited to
participate in the annual rice harvest or be accepted to dance in
a town’s summer festival.

You have to live in rural Japan to be included in the local
taiko group and to have teachers share their rice harvests with
you. You need to be a regular at the town’s only Jusco for the
tellers to know your name and when you can’t move two feet in
the supermarket without someone saying “Hello Nicky Sensei”,
you know that you are truly part of a community.

When you mention ‘Miyagi’ to most Japanese people,
they usually refer to it “inaka” — a conservative country back
water. However, | often experienced more open mindedness in
my town than I did elsewhere in Japan. For example, when I
transferred at the end of my first year, my application was sent
to all the schools in the prefecture. Unbeknownst to me, I was
turned down by many of them because as a South African I
was considered to be too “exotic”. My new town Kesennuma,
however, welcomed me with open arms and I soon discovered
that it is a shining example of multiculturalism. A number of the
fishing boats in the harbour are manned by Filipino fishermen
and many of the Japanese fishermen have Taiwanese wives.
Kesennuma even has what it calls “The Little Embassy” which
aims to make life a little easier for the foreigners living in their
town.

Miyagi Love

During my time in Miyagi I experienced the most
unbelievable acts of kindness and hospitality. Japanese friends
would happily give freely of their time to help me apply for a
credit card or buy a car. Their acceptance was instantaneous,
but the moment when I first realised that I had finally graduated
from mere colleague to true friend was a humbling and greatly
rewarding one.

Another benefit of living in rural Japan is that you have to
make your own fun. As a result, the JET community in Miyagi
was extremely active and very close. Barely a weekend went by
when there wasn’t some form of JET activity to participate in
and we became experts at “tatami timeshare” — regularly driving
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two to three hours to see friends all over the prefecture. And
the friendships I made in Miyagi have continued to this day. A
wedding in Canada several years ago gave us an excuse for a
mini Miyagi reunion and many of us felt heartened by the fact
that distance and time had done little to dampen our love for
each other.

We all Stand Together

I felt this particularly keenly in the aftermath of the horrific
earthquake and tsunami which devastated both of the cities that
I once called home: Ishinomaki and Kesennuma. As images
began to emerge, I watched in complete shock as I started to
recognise them as those belonging to my towns. I feared terribly
for the safety of my friends and the following weeks were a blur
of desperate emails trying to get through to loved ones.

I was overwhelmed by the sheer outpouring of love and
concern for the people of Miyagi that I experienced in those
weeks — not to mention the fundraising efforts that were
mobilised around the world to help the relief efforts in the
stricken areas. It showed many of us just what a huge impact
our time in Tohoku has had on our lives and just how loved this
part of Japan and its people are.

This year, I have realised that while I call South Africa
‘home’, it only has half of my heart because the other half
belongs to my other home in Japan. I don’t think it is ever
possible to leave behind a place that has made such a positive
impact on your life, and people who are so embedded in your
heart. I look forward to returning one day, when my towns are
on their way to recovery and when we can no longer mourn
what has changed or gone, but rather rejoice in what and who is
still there.

Flying the Flag

My heart goes out to those JETs who are currently living in
Tohoku’s disaster areas. I cannot begin to imagine the hardships
some of you have experienced, or the kind of challenges that
still await you, but I also know that you are living in a very
special place. You have an unparalleled opportunity to give back
to Japan a small fraction of what it has given to all of us JETS
around the world, and to be part of a legacy that is bigger than
yourself.

I have no doubt that you will be wonderfully supported
by the compassionate and tireless people of Tohoku — as you
in turn will support them. Also know that you are part of a
supportive worldwide community of people who love Tohoku
and remember their time there fondly as some of the best years
of their lives. One day — if you don’t already do so — you will
feel exactly the same way.
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