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Mr. McMurray at Forum in English

KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View
The Presentation and Forum of the 31st KICA Essay
Contest was held at the Clock Tower Centennial Hall,
Kyoto University on Sunday, September 28". Three
authors of the selected essays in Japanese and three in
English presented their essays and then were honored
and awarded the KICA Prizes and the supplementary
prize of ¥50,000. In addition, 3A Corporation presented
"Nihongo Dictionary for Practical Use", the Japan
Foundation Kyoto Office presented furoshikis, and
Kyoto Lions Club presented CDs to the prize-winners as

commemorative gifts.

Prize- winning Essays in Japanese
"How Different, How Interesting"
Ainin Shofiawati (Indonesia)
"My Second Home Country"
Cristina Sayuri Masago (Brazil)
"Mass Media" Liu Huizi (China)
Prize-winning Essays in English
"Living The Local Culture — The Importance of
the Chonaikai” Heather Fukase (Australia)
"Tapanese Culture, My Cup of Tea"
David McMurray (Canada)
"All I Really Need to Know About Japanese Culture
I Learned in Summer Camp"
Patrick John Reyes Ramos (the Philippines)



Prof. Nishijima Giving an Opening Address
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Prof. Nishijima Awarding Three Authors with KICA Prizes
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The hall was packed with an audience of over 100
people as Prof. Masayasu Aotani volunteered to coordi-
nate the Presentation and Forum.

The following are summaries of the prize-winning
essays in English provided by the authors themselves for
the audience on September 28 and the complete versions

appear from page 12 on.

"Living The Local Culture - The Importance of the
Chonaikai" Heather Fukase
Samurai, Ikebana, Taiko, Zen, JPop, Anime. Just as
important as these notable aspects of Japanese culture
are the practices of people in their communities during
the course of their daily lives. These aspects of culture
are not immediately apparent to the tourist- it is only by
becoming part of the community that you can under-
stand them. The fastest way to become part of a commu-
nity is through involvement with the chonaikai. Via vari-
ous events, the chonaikai facilitates interaction between
members of the community. The chonaikai is being
threatened by many aspects of modern life. We need to

fight to preserve it or lose an important definer of what

Japan is.

Ms. Fukase Presenting Her Es;iy

"Japanse Culture, My Cup of Tea"
David McMurray
By the time I empty a teapot each morning, I'll have

received dozens of haiku. For the composers, words are



not the most important focus. Neither is what they
intend for us to read between the lines. Season words are
not the most essential part of a haiku. Whether a haiku is
structured in a 5-7-5 syllable form or a pithier 3-5-3, it is
not so integral to the haikuist. Writing about the weather
or a frog does not make a haiku. Metaphor is not the end
of the world. Nor is ellipsis... For the haikuist, timing is

everything.

"All I Really Need to Know About Japanese Culture
I Learned in Summer Camp"

Patrick John Reyes Ramos

Culture is a society's way of life which includes art,
clothing, food and rituals. Thus, samurai, sumo, sake,
sushi, kimono and ikebana easily represent Japan's cul-
ture. While the above are popular icons of the country, I
realized from my recent English Summer Camp experi-
ence that the Japanese people constitute the real wealth
of its culture. Indeed, I discovered through the young
students of the Kirigaoka Junior High School that the
Japanese people's exemplary discipline, passion for
knowledge, spirit of camaraderie and sense of unity,
appreciation and concern for nature and unwavering
respect for other people, regardless of race, language
and religion, make the Japanese culture truly unique,

vibrant and remarkable.

Professor Craig Smith, the member of the selection
committee, gave closing words to the authors of the best
six essays and the audience.

"Carbon footprints. Last night, as I was drinking a
kind of Sapporo beer, I discovered that had an unexpect-
ed impact. I knew that drinking beer always had an
impact on me personally, but last night the Sapporo Beer
Company informed me that drinking that kind of beer
had put 161 grams of carbon dioxide into the atmos-
phere. So I learned that even drinking beer has a nega-
tive impact on our world. I must do something to offset
the beer I drank. A new challenge coming to me late in
life. Cultural footprint. June 12, 2008, the government of

my homeland, Canada apologized to Canadian Aborigine
people for damage that the government policies had
done to them. There was a practice of prohibiting native
peoples to learn about their own cultures; to speak their
own languages. Some cultural footprints need to be off-
set. It's very pleasing that KICA Essay Contest and your
participation today, speakers and specially the audience,
offset some of that negative kind of footprint and we can
say that this kind of event leaves positive footprints as we
make a cultural journey through life. Thank you very
much to the people who have organized today's event

and everyone who took part. Thank you."

2009 KICA Essay Contest: Japanese Culture, My View

KICA is holding an annual Essay Contest for inter-
national residents of Japan. Japanese essays must be
between 4,000 and 6,000 characters in length and
between 2,000 and 3,000 words in English. An applica-
tion form can be requested via postcard or e-mail. The
application deadline is August 3, 2009. The selection of
essays will be divided into Japanese and English. The six
best essays will be awarded KICA prizes, and each
author is expected to give a fifteen-minute presentation
on September 26, 2009 in Kyoto. Please visit our site for
the details: http://Kicainc.jp/
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Prof. Smith Awarding Three Authors with KICA Prizes
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Japanese Language Classes for Beginners at KICH
KICH and KICA co-organize Classes in Japanese
language for the newcomers. Each course (12 weeks)
starts in April, July, October and January.
@Schedule:
The First Step in Japanese
(A) Every Friday 13 :30-15: 30
(B) EveryFriday 18 :30-20 : 30
The Second Step in Japanese
18 : 30-20 - 30
@Place: Kyoto City International Community House
@Fces: ¥6,000/12 weeks
For further information, contact
KICH (http://www.kcif.or.jp/)
or KICA (http://kicainc.jp/).

Every Friday

Programs for Students and their Families from Abroad
Supported by Dr. Genshitsu Sen, KICA offers tailor-

made Japanese lessons, by licensed instructors and vol-

untary teachers, theatergoing to Kabuki and Bunraku,

and the joy of cooking with students from abroad.

Private / Small Group Japanese Lessons

I usually take care of the private lessons at KICA.
Actually, I taught three students from Poland,
Switzerland, and the U.S. last year. As each of them was
different in their ages, backgrounds or proficiency, they
found my private classes intensive and easier to concen-
trate on their studies. I am still working hard so that my
class will be interesting and secure for my students.

(Rumiko Kawai, Licensed Instructor)
Fees: 2,000yen/hour

Private / Small Group Japanese Lessons
by Voluntary Teachers

You will find this lesson fun and valuable as it will be
carefully and flexibly tailored and scheduled to meet
your needs.
[IPlace of Study: Room 116 at Kyodai Kaikan or a small
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Private lesson at the Machiya classroom
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machiya room near Kyodai Kaikan.

[ ITime and Contents: To be carefully scheduled after an
interview with you.

[ JFees: ¥ 500 for 90-minute lesson
Contact KICA for further information.

International Tea Gathering

On Saturday, October 18th, the 28th Annual
International Tea Gathering was held at the Chado
Kaikan, Urasenke. Professor Yasunori Nishijima,
Chairman of KICA, greeted the first group of guests and
expressed his acknowledgement to the Urasenke
Foundation. A bowl of tea was made and served togeth-
er with autumnal sweets by the Chanoyu trainees of
Urasenke from eleven different countries.

Later, the guests asked questions about the scroll,
the incense burner, the flowers on the alcove or all the
curious Chanoyu utensils, and each tea room was filled
with sociable atmosphere. All the guests, including uni-
versity students from thirty different countries, left for
home with "Peace in a Bowl of Tea" in their hearts.

"2009 Fall Exhibition" at the Chado Research
Center on the Urasenke Complex was also fully enjoyed
by the guests

International Tea Gathering was co-sponsored by
the Urasenke Foundation, Chado Urasenke Tankokai,
KICA, UIA, Kyoto Prefecture International Center, and
Kyoto City International Foundation.

International Tea Gathering
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Living The Local Culture- The Importance Of The Chonaikai

It is August the 7". My daughters and I are hanging the
origami representations of Orihime and Hikoboshi on the
bamboo branch outside our front door. Our neighbor
from two doors up calls out ‘ima daijou?’ and opens our
gate. She has brought celebratory sekihan rice made
with sweet amanatto beans as her daughter just had a
baby. She reminds me that the meeting to make paper
flowers for the floats in the upcoming festival is this

Saturday....

Most visitors to Japan have at least a cursory knowledge
of Japanese culture before they arrive. For many it is
part of their motivation to visit. Be it the romantic image
of a young maiko tottering through Gion, the fighting
spirit of the samurai warrior, the mystique of Zen
Buddhism, or more recently the doe-eyed girls and
troubled boys of anime, they come with expectations of
what they will encounter. Through western
interpretations of Japanese culture such as Memoirs of a
Geisha, The Last Samurai and The Karate Kid movies
these impressions of an exotic fantasy culture are
perpetuated even as they cease to have relevance to
most Japanese people’s lives. I'm sure I'm not the only
naive tourist disappointed to arrive at Narita and not see
kimono clad women gliding gracefully through the

arrival lounge.
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It is no longer even necessary to visit Japan at all in order

Heather Fukase

to experience the culture. Many aspects of Japanese
culture have been exported and enjoy popularity on the
global stage. The martial arts, ikebana, and taiko
drumming are all practiced throughout the world by
people who in many cases have never set foot in Japan.
It is not just these traditional arts that are proliferating
outside of Japan either. Japanese pop culture is
tremendously successful throughout Asia and, albeit to a
lesser extent, in other countries too. With the ease of
information exchange facilitated by the internet, intricate
origami instructions, compilations of multilingual Zexn
Buddhist koan, and images of the Nebuta Matsuri are
only a click of a mouse away. Bootleg copies of Tokyo
Love Story can be bought in Melbourne’s Chinatown, and
the number of anime clubs at Universities worldwide
rivals even Tezuka Osamu’s prolific output. More than
ever before a plethora of cultural practices are readily
available to interested parties irrespective of their
physical location.

However, this is true of only some aspects of Japanese
culture. Just as important in defining what makes Japan
unique, just as worthy of the label 'culture' as the
examples listed above, are those observances,
celebrations and practices partaken by people in their
homes and in their communities during the course of



their daily lives. Varying from locale to locale and often
organized not for tourists or an outside audience, but for
the very people they are organized by, these aspects of
culture are such an integral part of an individual’s
identity as to be the very fabric that makes someone who
they are. Elements of life such as regional dialects, local
lullabies and variations on children’s songs, a certain way
of decorating the home for tanabata, New Year or obon,
and local specialty foods. Can you imagine Aomori
without Aomori-ben ? Okinawa without sanshin music?

Much as the host of regional bon dance variations appear
homogenous at first glance, these aspects of culture are
not immediately apparent to the tourist overwhelmed by
the sights and sounds of Tokyo or Osaka. It is only by
becoming part of the community that you can
understand its distinctness. The fastest way to become
part of a community is through involvement with the

chonaikai.

Roughly translating as neighborhood association, at the
local level the chonaikai is the facilitator of many of the
cultural events that define a region. My chonaikai is
instrumental in the planning, orchestrating and
supporting of the majority of annual observances for the
fifteen households that make up our group. Each season
has its events and outings. The year starts with the New
Year’s Day sake party for the head of each household (at
10am!!) and distribution of sweets to the children.
Sankuro, the burning of last year’s daruma, New Year
decorations and calligraphy on a pyre, signals the end of
the New Year holiday period. Spring has the bus trip to
pick sansai and soak in an onsen together, summer, the
early morning baseball matches, and autumn the
highlight of the year- the inter-chonaikai sports day. The
chonaikai plays a part in the personal milestones of its
members too. Monetary gifts are collected and
presented to newborn babies, children entering school,
people building new houses, turning 20, getting married,
undertaking extended stays in hospital and finally the
family of a departed member. In fact, when it comes to
funerals most of the organization is undertaken by the

chonaikai. From the door knock to inform everyone of
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the passing, the meeting to plan the ceremony, the
nighttime vigil, the procession to see off the dead body
in the morning, the funeral itself, and finally the meal for
the visitors after the funeral. With a minimum of fuss
and great value placed on continuing tradition, the
members of our fifteen households are rallied in various
combinations for a plethora of reasons. Our interactions
are not restricted to the celebratory and support spheres
either. We gather for far more menial tasks on what I
found at first to be a frighteningly frequent basis.
Collecting Red Cross donations, manning the rubbish
station, cleaning and weeding around the dosojin,
delivering the municipal newsletter and participating in
road safety campaigns are just a few of the tasks that
have come our way.

Having moved to the country from the city for the
express purpose of spending more time together as a
family, I was resentful of what I perceived as an intrusion
into my personal time and space. As an Australian I
considered friendly relations with my neighbors
desirable, but placed far higher priority on spending
both quality and quantity of time as a family. It was
therefore with little grace and a heavy sense of obligation
that I attended my first few chonaikai gatherings. Now,
three years later, I appreciate the extent an active
chonaikai enriches the lives of its members. This has
been a slow process- more of a gradual understanding
than a blinding flash of realization. Burning New Years
decorations, doing rajio taiso during summer vacation,
and barbecuing yakisoba are all things we could do as a
family. But would we? So much easier to toss the
decorations in the garbage, to sleep past 6:30 am when
the calisthenics are broadcast and to cook indoors on the
stove. The chonaikai serves as a great catalyst.
Traditions and annual observances we would let slide
due to lack of time or motivation are there for the
partaking.

But the value of the chonaikai is more than just the
events it holds. It’s the enabling of interaction that is the
core of its importance. For interaction facilitates

learning in the most ancient form- passed down from



generation to generation. While we are able to learn
about many things from books and the internet it is not
the same as experiencing them. It is the difference
between shiru, to know, and wakaru to understand. I can
tell you that daijou is the local dialect for daijoubu. That
in this area we make sekihan with sweet amanatto beans.
Or that we celebrate tanabata according to the old
calendar and therefore a month later than the usual July
7" But I can’t share the feeling of community when
thirteen people turn up on your doorstep to pay their
respects to the new baby, and express their delight that
it’s a girl- they’ve had problems finding the required
numbers of elementary school age girls to fill the festival
float in recent years. That is something you have to
experience to really understand. To wakaru.

Living in an older neighborhood of farming families
these traditions are followed to a greater extent than
they presently are elsewhere. Many of my neighbors
have more than one house on their land. Hiojiichan and
Hiobaachan in the old house, ojiichan and obaachan in
the main house with the ‘wakafufu’, or increasingly, the
wakafufu in a new house with the grandchildren. Apple,
grape and tomato farmers, they have a strong physical
attachment to the area. They live, work and play in the
same neighborhood. With farms passing from father to
son and going back generations, their ties to the area are
as deeply rooted as the gnarled apple trees they tend.
Intermarriage means most of my neighbors are also
related in some way. The fourteen other households in
our chonaikai share a total of only four surnames. In
such a close knit community it is not difficult to see why
people are willing to invest time and effort in continuing
the tradition of the chonaikai. This is not true of all
communities. Even within the area that, pre-
amalgamation, was my village, in many places the
burden of time and money that is necessary to ensure
the smooth running of a chonaikai is not considered
worth the effort by the residents. An aging population,
greater proportion of nuclear families, more transient
lifestyles, and greater ease of mobility all contribute to a
gradual minimizing of the role of the chonaikai. Rather
than fight to preserve this tradition, increasingly people
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are choosing to opt out of it. A Japanese friend moved
into a new housing development where the seven
households agreed to a chonaikai in name only. They
pay no monthly dues and have no neighborhood events.
The formation of the chonaikai was simply a formality to
appease city hall. All seven households are nuclear
families with young children. The housing development
was built on reclaimed farmland and none of the families
are originally from the town they now live in. Similar
housing developments are springing up all over rural
and semi-urban Japan as a generation of wakafufu decide
against taking on the farm and sell up to the insatiable
big housing companies. I feel sorry for the people in
these developments with no organized interaction with
each other- sorry for what they’re missing out on, and
sorry that they don’t appreciate that they are missing
out. It’s definitely a matter of perception though, the
friend I mentioned earlier loves to be regaled with tales
of my chonaikai’s latest activities. She shudders and
blanches the whole way through my enthusiastic
recounts and, I'm sure, goes home reassured she made
the right choice in escaping all that.

It’s easy to dismiss any regret at the decline of
community involvement as nostalgia for a past viewed
through rose colored glasses. When we can log onto the
internet and find communities of people with the same
interests and motivations as ourselves, separated by
distance and yet merely the click of a mouse away, is it
really necessary to sacrifice precious leisure time to
observe a traditional celebration we don’t fully
understand with people whom we have nothing but
proximity in common with? It would seem that the

answer for many people is no.

Increasingly education, employment opportunities and
marriage all serve to uproot people from their
hometowns and distribute them across the country,
across the globe. Thus uprooted they lose contact with
their heritage, with the local culture that made them part
of where they are from. While some of this migration is
city people looking for a simpler, quieter life in the

country- the so called -turners, it can’t compete with the



exodus of (particularly young) people from regional
areas to the city. Cities serve as great melting pots- high-
rise towers full of families from the length and breadth of
Japan living cheek by jowl with streamlined and pared
down neighborhood relations. I lived a year in a large
apartment complex in Saitama. My husband is from
Fukushima. My neighbors were from Niigata and
Kyushu. There was no kairanban, no neighborhood
celebrations, and our interaction with each other was
completely optional and therefore, in many cases,
nonexistent. Long work hours and long commutes-
often for both partners, served as a physical limitation on
neighborhood involvement. The proximity and
abundance of family leisure attractions meant you could
find all the entertainment you could wish for without any
more effort than handing over some yen. Living elevated
from the ground as we were in our complex, we were
literally and figuratively out of touch with the local

community.

Thus removed from both our hometowns and the local
community, my friends and I, by virtue of being the
wives of sarariman, shared a common culture. Saying
goodbye to our husbands by 6:00am and virtually single
parenting our children while our partners arrived home
after midnight, we lived a life of time sales, park outings,
play circles and lunch dates. Ninety percent of the time
But,
underneath the patina of bed town housewife lay strong

we were interchangeable with each other.

ties to our different heritages. A request for information
on how to make the traditional New Year soup ozoni
turned into an extended discussion as the merits of soy
sauce and chicken Tohoku style were pitted against miso
and satoimo Kansai style. Similar discussions ensued
concerning the words to folk songs and the particulars of
the traditional celebration of a child’s first birthday. It
was occurrences such as these that provoked my
interest in the role of local culture in the forming of
identity. Watching for these subtle cultural influences, I
began to see them in many of the people around me.
Removed from their environment the importance of
these aspects of every day life previously taken for
granted had become apparent. The pride and longing
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with which they talked of their furusato'. How quickly
they reverted back to the dialect of their hometowns
when speaking to a fellow local no matter how long since
they’d left. The cravings for a particular dish, cooked in
a particular way, which symbolizes home.

Australia has a white settled history of just over 200
years. While commentators like to debate the
differences between Melbournians and Sydneysiders,
and the extreme differences in geography do play a part
in shaping the inhabitants of each state, there hasn’t
been enough time for emotional and physical
attachments between people and their locale to form in
the same way as Japan. It was therefore difficult for me
to understand the passion with which my host family in
Fukushima’s Aizu-Wakamatsu city regaled the region’s
pride in being the last people to fall to the Emperor in
the Boshin Civil War. They spoke of the injustices and
hardships of 150 years ago as though they happened
yesterday. While I don’t think anyone who is not from
the Aizu region can ever fully understand those feelings,
I find myself identifying with my region (in my case the
pre-amalgamation village) rather than my new city in the
same way so many from the Aizu region introduce
themselves as such rather than as being from
Fukushima.

I am not alone in this reluctance to embrace post-
amalgamation reality, and sadly distinct local cultures
are not just at risk from the changing lives of the local
people but from the changing political map as well.
There have been three major amalgamation movements
since the Meiji period, each working to erase hamlet size
villages from the map and rewrite it as a more financially
viable and easily governable one. The village my family
lives in disappeared in the last of these, the Great Heisei
Amalgamation that ended in 2006. Once an apple and
tomato growing village at the foot of the Southern Alps
we are now part of a sprawling megacity- an amorphous
conglomeration of distinct communities yet to gel as one.
For, while it only takes a day for your address to change
and you to geographically become part of a city, it takes
a lot longer for your identity to change, if ever. As if



sensing the emotional needs of its new citizens, the city
has been gentle and gradual in effecting change- but it is
inevitably seeping in. Funding for chonaikai has been
cut and the four annual sports meets have been trimmed
to one. Of course, there is new to replace the old- we
were invited to enter a local team in the city’s annual bon
parade. Volunteers even came out to the community
centre to teach us the particulars of the city’s version of
the traditional bon dance. As with all change, there were
those who eagerly embraced the opportunity and those
who preferred to bemoan the intrusion of alien culture
and the loss of the old ways.

1, too, fear that the local traditions and celebrations, the
local culture that is so much of why I love my adopted
Sfurusato, will face extinction or relegation to the city
museum as it is swallowed up by the city or dies from

the roots up as community involvement decreases. But

Japanese Culture, My Cup of Tea

By the time I finish a second pot of tea every morning,
I'll have read 100 or more haiku poems. They arrive at
my home in Kagoshima by postcard, fax and e-mail.
Haikuists write to me from most every prefecture in
Japan and from many countries around the world. Most
of the overseas writers have lived or at least visited
Japan. That is how they came into contact with this
fascinating shortest poem in the world. I enjoy reading
their haiku, short poems about the everyday life of
people lead in modern times, and would like to share
some of them with you in this essay. Haiku poetry is an
intriguing form of communication provides an insight to
how people live and what they think about. Each week, I
select nine for a column called Asahi Haikuist Network
that appears on Friday in the International Herald
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it is futile to pine for the way things were. It is up to us,
as individuals, as families, as members of our chonaikai-
and by extension as citizens of our villages, towns and
cities, to seek out the local culture, to ask about it,
understand it, participate in and support it, and then to
impart it to our children and the children in our
neighborhoods.

And that’s why, come next August you’ll find me out on
the front step with my daughters again. Stringing up the
tanabata dolls. 1 hope my neighbor will bring her
granddaughter over to toddle on the lawn with my
children while she explains the schedule of festival
preparations. Then again, maybe our roles will be
reversed as next year it’s my family’s turn to head the
chonaikai. A native of Fukushima and his Australian
wife overseeing the continuation of grassroots culture in
a handkerchief sized piece of central Nagano. Wish us
luck!

David McMurray - I

Tribune/The Asahi Shimbun edited in Tokyo. Asahi is a
Japanese phrase meaning "morning sun."

I chose an oolong blend of tea this morning. The tea
master who sold the mixture of black and green leaves to
me in Taipei said they could be infused up to nine times.
"The fourth and fifth tasting of the partially fermented
leaves would be the best," he said. I apply that
philosophy to the way I edit poetry submissions. I pare
words to a minimum and encourage a three-line, 3-5-3
syllable form rather than the popular 5-7-5 form in
English, often reviled by serious poets as spam haiku. A
few are composed on one or two lines in fewer than 17
syllables. More than just an image, a reference to nature
and a thought, the poem needs a subtle surprise,



"ahness" or intriguing juxtaposition that brings the three

lines together. It is not just a pretty picture in words.

K. Ramesh sent me a poem from Chennai, India. It was a
lovely poem, but he was concerned about the form
(which is 4-7-4, but I occasionally accept such variations)
and the meaning of a few of the words he had employed.
We bantered back and forth about the poem by e-mail.
He sent a few revisions before we settled on this one for
the newspaper:

Reading in bed . . .
memory of the flavour
evening tea

I have received haiku from writers in over 50 countries. I
keep every letter, every foreign stamp. Occasionally I
receive haiku from a priest living in Malta. Missing his
train, Francis Attard said he had time to enjoy tea with a
stranger.

Missing the fast train
tea with a stranger scented
in paper cups

Wen Wei is from New York, but he occasionally visits
family in Tokyo. He is sometimes delayed by the
weather. He sent me a haiku from Narita that contrasts
all of autumn and its furious hurricanes and typhoons
with the serenity of a simple cup of tea.

Blue autumn
hurricane gone, cup
of warm tea

I regularly receive haiku from a science teacher in North
Carolina who studied for a year on sabbatical in
Hiroshima — where quietly sipping his tea Charlie Smith
realized that fall had begun.

Gentle breeze
first autumn colors
float in tea
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But I think the American prefers coffee most. In the next
haiku Smith put emphasis on a red oval-perhaps a coffee
maker logo like Seattles Best.

Red oval
vending machine change
hot coffee

Murasaki Sagano in Kyoto and Angelika Wienert in

Germany are also coffee connoisseurs.

While chatting
an autumn wind sweeps — —
aroma of coffee

Drizzle
across the street
a coffee bar

Michael Corr has been living in Nagoya for two decades.
He has been sending me haiku every week for the last 14
years. A botanist, he often writes about plants, and he
enjoys a cuppa. He believes composing haiku is best the
first time it is set down in print. Like the impulsive beat
poets of California, he writes dozens of haiku at a time,
rarely changing them. He has the uncanny ability to
spout haiku poetry in both 5-7-5 and 3-5-3 syllables on a
whim.

In Kanayama
tea house tiger lilies are
lavender ones ah

Fresh Nishio
tea delivered boxed
Just from beach

Kennosuke Tachibana sent me a haiku daily during my
first eight years as a columnist. I was with him through
illness, depression and even dental visits, all vicariously
through haiku. We've never met. By reading his many
letters and haiku I learned that he was born in
Matsuyama, studied at Aiko Gakuen High School, and



moved to Tokyo to become a journal editor. When his
father died, he composed the following to express the
sound of summer birds in the hills near his native

Matsuyama.

The white smoke
of his cremation
mountains laugh

I have met very few of the people who write to me almost
every day. We share poetry at first. I do my best to
question, suggest, and after I get to know the writer
better, sometimes even edit their poems. Editing poetry,
lines written with direct links to someone’s heart, is not
at all like editing this essay I am sharing with you now.
Although the notes in my column are closely proofed,
the editors at the head office of the giant newspaper
company never touch the poems.

Haiku, the smallest poem in the world, allures people in
different ways. Some are tempted because it looks so
easy to write. The more they write, the more they
become attracted to its complexity. Japanese who grow
up with haiku in school find the English version
particularly tempting. Anna Akamatsu has been a
constant contributor of fine poetry to my column for 14
years. I still remember the day she wrote to happily
announce the creation of her "first haiku composed
directly-originally-in English."

Gardenia
in memory of
Summertime

Her breakthrough was achieved while watching
"Summertime," a romantic movie filmed in Venice in
1955 starring Katherine Hepburn and Rossano Brazzi.
Akamatsu said that she was definitely "thinking in
English then." Prior to her debut in English, she had
reflected on the process of how she translated her own
Japanese compositions. Reading from my book, "Haiku
Composed in English as a Japanese Language,"
(Pukeko, 2003), she sympathizes with students who "feel

26

it is much safer to translate their native Japanese" and
agrees with a premise raised in the book that the
"translation of haiku is impossible." So Akamatsu tried to
conjure the original images of her Japanese haiku and to
re-experience them until they became clear again in her
mind before expressing them with English words. She
admits she can't use this process successfully on other
haikuists' poems, but she is able to bilingually share her
own heartfelt messages. In just a few words - a few
nouns, maybe a verb - and little grammar, haiku
composed in English can express much to English
speakers. aHere's one more haiku from that budding
author of haiku composed in "English as a Japanese
language." It's about her favorite sweetly perfumed white
flower.

Gardenia
in a roof-garden

remains so

Some haikuists prefer to study past masters of haiku
such as Kobayashi Yatar6 (1763-1828) who chose Issa,
meaning cup of tea, as his pen name. He wrote:
yamadera ya cha no ko no an mo kiku no hana. Perhaps
he had a sweet tooth in addition to enjoying a good cup
of tea.

Mountain temple
the sweets served with tea
shaped like mums

I enjoy the sweet taste of maple tea. It is readily available
in a shop near my home in Kagoshima. I also enjoy
sipping tea in a shop called Haiku-jaya or Haiku Tea
House. All its walls, beams and doors are hung with
haiku-sheets composed by customers. When I return
from vacation in Canada, from my cottage on Maple
Lake in Ontario, I always bring back maple syrup and a
haiku penned in Canada for the neighbors. The taste is a
bit sweet for them, so I really shouldn’t add maple sugar
and cream to the scented tealeaves when I drink it here
in Japan. Tea is best when it is clear. The images used in
haiku must be clear and the reference to time or nature



explicit. Haikuists eliminate overly bold metaphors or
similes and explanatory remarks. Something must be left
unsaid.

The Canadian poet Eric Amann once defined haiku as
the wordless poem." Meaning is more important than
the words, he claimed. I suppose the most moving
poetry lies not in the syllables, not the words, nor the
lines, nor the meaning. The timing of a poem is what
matters. When the timing is right, readers will always be
receptive to a poem no matter when it is penned.

Having selected haiku for 14 years as an expatriate
Canada in Japan, melancholy sets in the deepest when a
fellow Canadian returns home. Canadian Barbara Wybou
wrote to tell me that she was preparing to return home to
Toronto after having resided in Tokyo for 18 years. That
homecoming has motivated her to start recording
precious memories. She says, "There is nothing like
composing haiku to keep alive moments in time." She
shared two haiku with me. The first was written while
she was coming home from the Kawagoe antique
market.

First cold night
smells of grilled fish
Sfloating on wind

The datura that she mentions in the next haiku is a plant
that blossoms at night. It is also known as jimson weed
and looks like an oversized morning glory. Its large,
white flowers close in the morning, wrapping themselves
into star-shaped buds.

Revealing its depths
a star-shaped datura bud

spreads into moonlight

Wybou says that once she started writing haiku, she
realized the extent to which she didn't know the names
of plants and birds in Japan. She revealed that "Last
spring I stopped someone on the street to ask what bird
it was making a strange sound, only to find out that I was
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listening to a frog!"

The next haiku illustrates an attempt by Antol Knoll to
learn the name of the frog while she was touring Japan.
Knoll, who works in the incunabula (pre-1501 printings)
department of Old and Rare Books at the Austrian
National Library in Vienna, asked me to decide whether
the onomatopoeic sound of the frog in Japanese (kero
kero) is better than the English: "but where is the frog?"

Honda, Toyota,
Nissan, Subaru, Datsun
kero kero ka?

The first issue of my Asahi Haikuist Network column
appeared April 5, 1995 in the Asahi Evening News. Over
10,000 haiku have been printed since: Many of the
contributors becoming well-known haikuists. The
greatest change in haiku submitted to the Asahi Haikuist
Network during the past 14 years has been the shift from
5-7-5 picturesque or idiomatic-type poems to shorter 11-
syllable poems that use poetic techniques such as
metaphor to fuse images of humanity and nature. This
trend toward shorter English verse is likely to continue
in Japan, where 10- and 11-syllable haiku in English are
awarded top prizes.

Yukiko Yamada, a talented haikuist who sent me many
haiku from Tokyo wrote to me one day about going to
live in Matsue in 2005.

Moving day
one last look

cherry blossoms

Her haiku won first prize in the Haiku International
Association contest that year. She prefers life in her new
home in the country, but I think she still reminisces
about the big city. Traveling up and down hilly back
roads in Tottori Prefecture, I understand from her haiku
that she passed through a tranquil town just after dusk.
Hungry from the day’s drive, she noticed a soba
shopkeeper closing his door for the day. Urban dwellers
take 24-hour convenience stores and restaurants for



granted, but shops and restaurants in small towns tend
to close early.

The lonesome village — —
willingly served buckwheat noodles
after closing time

Some writers want to capitalize every line, which can
make the little poem topple over sideways on the page,
and others are upset if I don't use all lower case when I
print the column. Haikuist og asknes in Norway wanted
to leave our network of haikuists around the world
because I once capitalized his name. His work is
wonderfully pithy, so I have obliged ever after:

november
moon, feeling closer
to my bones

In an age when trendy people sport a coffee cup while
walking down the street listening to music through
earphones or sending text messages through a cell
phone no one wants or seems to have the time to read

anything that is very long, haiku can seem the perfect
form. Being the perfect selector is another matter. As
constant counsel to the way I edit haiku and read the
letters from contributors, I always keep in mind a haiku
by the 18th-century master, Yosa Buson, translated from
his 5-7-5 into a 4-7-4 format:

Passing spring
rejected poet resents
the selector

There is a steady warm flow of rain outside my window.
This afternoon I'll begin selecting haiku for this week’s
column, and try to keep cool with a tall glass of ice tea. In
a frame by the window I notice a translation I made a few
years ago of a haiku composed by the last recognized
master of haiku, Masaoka Shiki. He had worked as a
newspaper editor in Tokyo.

Alone
in the editorial room

summer rain

All I Really Need to Know About Japanese Culture

I Learned in Summer Camp

Robert Fulghum’s “All I Really Need to Know I Learned
in Kindergarten” is my all-time favorite essay. It talks
about lessons normally taught in kindergarten
classrooms and describes how the world can be a better
place to live in if we all just follow easy and simple rules
like children such as sharing everything, playing fair, not
hitting others, cleaning up one’s own mess, washing
hands before eating, not taking things that belong to
others, holding hands and sticking together and living “a
balanced life” of work, play and learning. It encompasses
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Patrick John Reyes Ramos

>y
several aspects of life from the Golden Rule, love,
kindness and sensible living to basic sanitation, ecology,
politics and equality. Straightforward and candid as it is,
the article teaches us all the things that really matter in
this world. And so in the same style and fashion as
Fulghum write about life’s essential points, I now share
the most significant things I learned about the Japanese

culture from my brief but very fun and exciting summer

camp experience.



A couple of days ago, I had the most wonderful
opportunity of joining an English summer camp with the
first grade students of the Kirigaoka Junior High School.
The camp was mainly organized to help Japanese junior
high school students get used to the English language
and improve their listening and speaking abilities
through interaction with foreign students during several
indoor and outdoor activities at the peaceful and scenic
environment of Nasu in Tochigi prefecture. As one of the
foreign staffs, my basic task was to lead a group of 12-
year old kids in a number of fun-filled and educational
activities during the 3-day affair. The event, which was
packed with lots of songs, dances, games, cultural
performances, picnics as well as hiking, camping and
sightseeing activities, was truly a wonderful occasion not
only for the young students but also for me and my
fellow foreign facilitators. Little did I know that this
activity would be a great learning experience for me and
that it could give me so much insight and ideas about

Japan and its rich and exceptional culture.

First, I learned that discipline is one of the pillars of the
Japanese way of life. In the beginning of the camp, I
thought that it would be challenging and difficult to
instruct and command the young students knowing their
juvenile, zesty and energetic character. But throughout
the event, I witnessed how the kids ardently obeyed and
followed the rules and guidelines of all the summer camp
activities. Even the simple practice of using seatbelts
during bus rides, which demonstrated the children’s
discipline and their respect for the law, impressed me a
lot. What’s more, every single camp activity began as
scheduled showing the high regard Japanese have for
punctuality and the importance they put on time.
Orderliness and organization were truly evident in
everything that the Japanese kids, teachers and camp
instructors do. These plain observations clearly
illustrated the huge position discipline occupies in the
Japanese culture. It became clear to me that the great
political, social and economic success of the entire
country ensues mainly from the profound sense of
discipline inherent in the Japanese people even at a very

early age. Obviously, this acquiescent and disciplined
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populace helped Japan achieve its current status as one
of the world’s most highly-developed and integrated
society.

Second, I recognized that cooperation, team spirit and
solidarity are other essential facets of the Japanese
culture. The notion that any group in the camp could not
take a meal with a single member missing helped prove
this point. Consequently, my assigned students took
efforts to gather together and call me, as their team
captain, once breakfast, lunch or dinner time comes so
that we can all eat simultaneously. This idea truly struck
me as something extraordinary and praiseworthy since
not only did it teach the values of team spirit and
harmony but it also made the students appreciate the
importance and worth of each individual team member.
Another feature of the Japanese culture I experienced
during the summer camp was the use of public or
common hot bathing facilities, more popularly known as
onsen. This custom might seem strange and shocking to
most foreigners like me but this shared and communal
bathing practice only served to reinforce the Japanese
virtues of unity, cohesion and team spirit. Of course,
there were still other instances wherein I observed the
Japanese culture of solidarity like the many occasions in
which my group of students exemplified team work and
cooperation during most of the summer camp activities
and games. In these events, my kids did not mind
whether we win or lose as long as we were all enjoying
and having fun together. This made me think that the
Japanese culture places more significance on the spirit of
camaraderie over actual victory. Again, these
perceptions helped me understand the way the Japanese
people behave toward their work, their country and their
attitude toward life in general. Simply put, the Japanese
people believed and adhered to the famous Three
Musketeers’ motto of “one for all, all for one” in their
everyday living.

Third, I realized that the Japanese culture seeks to
achieve a sense of balance and a holistic nature. One of
the good points I noticed about the summer camp

program was that it gave adequate time for the



participants to play, learn and relax. During the “chat
time” activity, we had fun and played several card, dice
and board games with the students. In the “It’'s a Small
World” activity, we helped them create posters that
highlight the different cultures of the world and it is
during this time that we taught them simple and basic
English sentences to enhance their listening and
speaking skills. And when we visited the Rindo-ko Family
Ranch during the last day of the camp, we were able to
relax and enjoy the theme park’s scenery and
amusement rides. It was interesting to note that the
Japanese junior high school students zealously
participated in all these activities. While they knew when
it’s time to learn and to get serious, they certainly knew
how to have fun and enjoy their leisure time. These
observations showed the consideration that the Japanese
culture gives to “a balanced way of living”. Accordingly,
this special kind of concern for “a balanced life”, instilled
at such a young age, would teach the kids the
importance of having a holistic and well-rounded
personality when they grow up to be the future citizens
of the country.

Fourth, I discovered the great appreciation the Japanese
culture has for nature and everything that comes from it.
This could be understood from the fact that Japan is
gifted with so many lovely and picturesque places. Our
hiking activity in Kenkatura highlighted this thought
even more as everywhere I turned, I saw abundant
greeneries, flourishing trees, clear and sparkling brooks,
natural freshwater streams and magnificent cascade
waterfalls. But the important thing I learned was not only
did the Japanese recognize the beauty and value of
nature, they also know how to take good care of their
environment. They respected their surrounding and
worked to preserve and enhance its beauty and splendor.
This truly overwhelmed me and made me appreciate the
Japanese culture even more as unfortunately, I come
from a society where little importance is put on
conserving and keeping the natural environment. I firmly
believed that if the other cultures around the globe can
only learn the same respect the Japanese have for the

sanctity of nature, our world will be a much better and
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sustainable place for us and the future generations.

Fifth, I found out that what makes the Japanese culture
vibrant, thriving and brilliant was the fact that Japanese
people are always eager to learn and search for new
ideas and knowledge. My students were not afraid to ask
me questions all throughout the summer camp despite
their struggle with the English language. They used
hand signals, drew symbols or did anything they can
think of just to communicate their ideas. This inquisitive
nature truly amazed me and gave me the impression that
perhaps, it is this very nature that made the Japanese
famous for countless fresh and innovative ideas and
technologies. Presumably, the Japanese people’s
curiosity to be familiar with the world around them and
their strong motivation to discover modern things and
come up with breakthroughs and inventions helped
generate their country’s rich and vivid culture.

Lastly, I learned that the Japanese culture, although
unique in its own, is also very much open to embrace
and acknowledge other cultures and backgrounds. This
was evident during the international cultural night held
on the second day of the camp. In this activity, all the
groups staged various performances representing the
cultural background of their respective team captains.
There were Korean chants, Indonesian tribal dances,
Indian presentations, Thai songs, Chinese hymns,
French acts and Malaysian performances. For my part, I
taught my group a very famous, cool and hip Filipino
song and dance rendition much to the delight of the
whole audience. Albeit the difficulty imposed by the
language barrier between me and my students, I was
able to teach my kids simple Filipino lyrics and their
accompanying dance steps mostly because of their
enthusiasm and receptive attitude toward my own native
culture. This openness and welcoming behavior
concerning other people’s backgrounds truly astonished
me and made me believe that the traditionally isolated
and strictly homogenous Japanese culture has finally
evolved into one with a more global and tolerant
character. Of course, this recognition of a more open and

receptive Japanese culture could be corroborated by the



country’s current active involvement and participation in
various global affairs and dealings whether in the realm
of economics, politics or social order. Evidently, this idea
was supported by the cultural exchanges and
celebrations I witnessed during the summer camp’s
international night.

The fact that I learned all the above things from the
incredibly short time I spent with lively and cheerful
Japanese kids makes my recent English summer camp
experience all the more interesting. I do understand now
why Robert Fulghum said in his critically-acclaimed
essay that life will be more meaningful if we just hold on
to the basic lessons we can learn from children. What
Fulghum failed to mention, however, is that observing
young kids and their behavior can likewise be an
opportunity and means to better comprehend and
appreciate the culture of the society where these
children belong to. Certainly, I get to know the Japanese
culture and the Japanese way of thinking more deeply
from the interactions and exchanges I had with the
vivacious and modest junior high school students in the
summer camp. The lessons I learned from these kids
will surely help shape my future view and perception of
Japan, its culture and its amazing people. Through this
experience, I now have a wider appreciation and
enjoyment of the people, things and places around the
country I consider my second home. Without a doubt, I
will always cherish every moment of this encounter — an

31

experience that will forever remain in my heart and in

my memory.

Culture is often defined as “the way of life for an entire
society” that includes art, codes of manners, dress, food,
language, religion, rituals, norms of behavior and
systems of belief. As such, words like samurai, sumo,
sake, sushi, tempura, kimono, ikebana, kabuki and manga
easily come into mind when one speaks of the Japanese
culture. While I agree that these things are popular
representations of Japan, I do believe that more than
these well-celebrated icons and symbols, the Japanese
people and their values and ideals are the real wealth of
the country’s culture as I just learned and discovered
from my very recent summer camp experience. Indeed,
the Japanese people’s exemplary discipline, their
incessant search for knowledge and new ideas, their
spirit of camaraderie and sense of commonality, their
appreciation and passion for everything that the world
offers and more importantly, their unwavering respect
for the law, for nature and for other people, regardless of
race and religion, are the points that make the Japanese
culture genuinely unique, fascinating and remarkable.
All these things lead me now to sincerely look upon the
country and its culture with utmost reverence and
admiration. These are also the same things that every
single nihonjin in this nation should truly be proud of
and which the country can rightfully offer as its legacy
and heritage to the whole world.
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Our NEWSLETTER is printed on recycled paper.
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We are a non-profit organization working for a better
communication between the Kyoto citizens and visitors
from abroad. For further information, please call our
office:

TEL. 075-751-8958 FAX. 075-751-9006
E-mail office@Xkicainc.jp
URL  http://Kicainc.jp/

Kyoto International Cultural Association, Inc.
Rm116 Kyodai Kaikan

15-9 Yoshida Kawahara-cho

Sakyo, Kyoto, 606-8305 Japan



