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I was sent to the small town of Sakuma in Hamamatu City,
Shizuoka Prefecture in August 2010. Located in the mountains, Sa-
kuma was a sleepy town, accessible by the longest train line in Ja-
pan - the Iida line. The inaka life was definitely an experience that I
would never get to experience if I didn’t come on JET, but what
was extra special about my JET experience was being an inaka JET
during the period of the Tohoku earthquake.

On March 11th, 2011, at around 2:50pm, the staff room
swayed ever so slightly. We wondered if it was a small-scale earth-
quake, and if it was the precursor to the long-overdue Tokai earth-
quake. Unfortunately, it was an earthquake much larger than that
that shook the whole of Japan to its core.

Over the weekend, huddled at home with uncertainty, [
watched as every television station replayed footage from this devas-
tating disaster, and wondered what I could do to help. The roads and
power lines in Tohoku were down, so it was very difficult to get aid
to Tohoku. What was still functioning was the cellphone network,
and on Twitter, NicoNico celebrities tweeted information on the di-
saster so that the evacuees could understand the situation through the
cellphone network. I thought that I could do my part by helping to
translate it to English, so that non-Japanese speakers inside and out-
side of Japan could also understand the situation and not panic.

Over the course of the next few weeks, many of the teachers
texted me, or knocked on my door to check if I was alright, and if I
needed anything - the supermarket in my town was beginning to
empty itself of daily necessities as we rerouted things to Tohoku for
aid. It was this level of care and concern that they had for me, that
touched and inspired me to travel around Japan for a month before
leaving the Programme. One of them even asked me, Do you want
to go back to Singapore? We won’t fault you for it. You have anoth-
er home to go to, but we only have this.”After 8 short months, and
such heartwarming encounters, this place, too, has become my
home.

In August, I spent a month saying goodbye to Japan, moving
around from one friendly JET’s house to another.

On my visit to Sendai’s Matsushima, I hiked up Saigyo Mo-
doshi no Matsu Park. Wandering alone, I heard a man’s voice be-
hind me asked if I wanted a photo. I turned, and there was an
ojisan, standing there with a young lady. I replied with a
simple“Yes, please.”’and a conversation started - Miyuki was here
on a volunteer mission, and the old man was her host. She ex-
plained that she felt really sorry about the people who were devas-
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tated by the earth-
quake, and came here
to help clear the de-
bris.

In a nutshell,

Japan, to me, is a

country that was
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Sakuma High School, nestled in the
that I felt that every- mountains of Tenryu

thing was possible.

filled a sense of unity

The compassion and
determination that I
felt during the Great
Tohoku Earthquake
was something that

would stay with me

for a long time.
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Since returning
from JET, I have
been an active member in JETAA Singapore. At first, it was a sim-
ple motive - I merely wanted to stay connected to the programme
and country that shifted my life perspectives, and made me more
aware of the human connection - kizuna. Slowly, I ran as a board
member to widen my participation, and I got more involved, initiat-
ing projects to help promote Japanese culture in Singapore, like the
yukata workshop in conjunction with JCC, as well as promoting the
JET Programme through information sessions.

For me, the JET connection does not just end in Japan, but it
continues on through the various activities that the JETAA chapters
throughout the world continues to hold. As we head into the 30th
Anniversary of the JET Programme this year, it becomes increas-
ingly important that we recognize the kizuna that we’ve built dur-
ing our stay in Japan. We’re not simply JETs, we are the bridges
that connect Japan to the world.

Profile——

Nathalie is from the sunny island of Singapore 3 degrees up
from the equator. This metropolis is home to 5.49 million people on
a small 719km?2 island, and is protected from natural disasters by
its geography. Nathalie is a huge fan of Japanese kimono, and fell
in love with Disneyland in Japan all over again.
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