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Tagawa — more than an old coal mining town

Lea Bergs
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I almost couldn’t believe that I had been so lucky to not only
have been accepted to the JET Programme, but also been placed in
my dream prefecture — Fukuoka. During my study abroad I fell in
love with Fukuoka: the people, the nature, the culture, so I was
very excited to start my placement in Tagawa, a small town in the
Chikuho region, famous for its coal mining history.

Tagawa hasn’t had a CIR for about 10 years, and never one
from Germany, so I started my work with no predecessor and not
much of an idea of what I would be doing here.

I quickly found out that the reason Tagawa had hired another
CIR after such a long time was because they were applying to be a
host town for training camps of German teams prior to the Olympic
and Paralympic games in Tokyo 2020. My role focuses on helping
with this application, for example by translating info material and
helping with correspondence, sharing German culture with the citi-
zens of Tagawa and promoting mutual understanding. In my role 1
get to do a variety of things.

First, I regularly visit the city’s primary and secondary schools
to give presentations about my home country to the students. Every
class is different, but the one thing that always surprises me is the
eagerness and enthusiasm with which the students listen to my pre-
sentation. Most of them have never heard of Germany before and
are very interested in learning about this foreign country. One part
of culture that never ceases to excite the children is food. The “uh”s
and “ah”s that usually follow the pictures of cakes and sweets are a
telltale sign. After my first school visit I received handwritten notes
from all of the children in the class, telling me about what had most
surprised or excited them about Germany (yes, most of them men-
tioned food). Some of them even expressed the wish to travel or
study abroad in Germany in the future. Being able to inspire an in-
terest in other countries in the children is one of the most satisfying
parts of my job.

Second, I plan and hold German festivals in Tagawa. My first
festival is on the 11™ November, the Sankt Martins Fest. Based on
the legend of Saint Martin, a roman soldier who mercifully shared
his cloak with a poor beggar in the middle of winter, Sankt Martin
is celebrated in Germany every year. On the evening of the 11" No-
vember, the story of Saint Martin is usually reenacted by adults (of-
ten the school’s principal or mayor) in front of a campfire. After the
reenactment, children carry the lanterns that they made together in
school and, whilst singing Saint Martin songs, parade through the
streets.

In Tagawa, the 5" and 6™ year students of Gotoji Primary

30) EsBERIE Y + — S/ | JANUARY 2017 VOL. 327 )

School are making lanterns for this festival, which we will then dis-
play along the main shopping street on the 11" November. There
will be prizes for the best lanterns from each year, and all the chil-
dren will receive homemade Weckmann, a human-shaped sweet
bread typically eaten on this occasion, and little presents, kindly
donated by the German Consulate General Osaka. There will also
be German games, and beer and mulled wine for the adults. I am
really excited about this event, which is sponsored by the German
Embassy Tokyo, and hope the community will continue to enjoy
this German tradition.

I also write monthly articles for the Koho Tagawa, introduc-
ing aspects of German culture to the community. I have recently
been working on a blog to expand on the content from Koho Taga-
wa. I am hoping to build a multilingual blog over the next couple
of months, providing both information on German culture and life-
style to the citizens of Tagawa, but also introducing aspects and
sights of Tagawa that I love to audiences abroad (https://tagawacir.
wordpress.com/).

One of the things I look forward to most over the next couple
of weeks, apart from Sankt Martin, is the upcoming business trip to
Germany together with Tagawa’s mayor. We will be visiting the
German Olympic and Paralympic committees as part of our host
town application, and it will be my job to interpret for the mayor
during these meetings.

Being able to do so many different things and meet so many
amazing people is definitely the part I love most about my job (that
and my colleagues, really). It is wonderful to see that the Olympics
have such a great impact on Japan, encouraging more international-
ization even in rural areas. I think it is fair to say that without the
upcoming Olympic Games I wouldn’t have been hired, and
wouldn’t be able to do the work I’m doing right now. I hope that in
the future more cities like Tagawa decide to employ JET partici-
pants.
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