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Changes

I came to Tottori Prefecture to coach field hockey as a Sports
Exchange Advisor (SEA). I feel extremely fortunate to have found a
job that allows me to do something I love as a full-time job. Having
played hockey since I was 6 years old, I really believe in the role of
sport in developing a well rounded person. Sport teaches you many
things including goal setting, concentration, perserverance, and
commitment. When I arrived in Japan, while I wanted the team to
achieve success, I also hoped to pass the values and ideals that I had
learned from hockey onto my new Japanese team.

The first mistake I made was thinking that the flow of information
would be a one way street. I was there to 'internationalise' and to
coach so I thought I would simply teach them about life in Australia,
how to play hockey, and how to work together towards their goals.
It was not that I did not expect to learn anything, I just did not
expect that the flow of learning would flow so strongly in the other
direction that I would end up feeling as though it was me, and not
the players, who had benefited most from my presence in Japan.

That was not how I felt at the start though. Japan was such a
culture shock that I felt like I was living on another planet rather
than a mere 9 hour flight from my home country. When you first
arrive it feels as though absolutely everything is different because
you cannot read the signs, understand announcements at the train

A Special Place

In the green mountains of Gifu prefecture lies a little town
called Yaotsu. It is famous for its chestnut sweets "kurikinton", and
the Yaotsu senbei crackers, and it also has something none other
town in Japan has — an Israeli CIR.

The reason for Yaotsu being the one and only placement for an
Israeli JET lies in the amazing story of a great man who was born
here, a story that connects this rural community and a small country
far far away. That man is Chiune Sugihara, a Japanese diplomat who
was born in Yaotsu, and during World War Two served as a consul in
Kaunas, Lithuania. In the summer of 1940, he saved the lives of over
6,000 Jews by issuing them transfer visas through Japan, in order to
escape the Nazi persecution. He did so in violation of a direct order
from his government, at the time an ally of Nazi Germany, risking
his career and the safety of his family. Upon returning to Japan
after the war he was fired from the Foreign Ministry, and, many
years later, located by one of his survivors. Sugihara was honored
by the Israeli government for his courageous act, and became the
only Japanese person to be granted the title of “Righteous among
the Nations”, awarded to people from all over the world who risked
their lives to save Jews during the Holocaust.

The people of Yaotsu, Sugihara’s hometown, have constructed
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station, or even order a cup of coffee. The food looks different,
tastes different, smells different. In fact, that word was repeated over
and over in my first few months here — different, different, different.

For me, nowhere was this more apparent than with the high
school hockey team. I was shocked by how much and how hard they
trained. Every day for at least 2 hours, more on the weekends and
holidays. They would have very few breaks during training and even
fewer days off. They trained liked professionals and they were not
even able to drive a car yet. Different, different, different.

The second mistake I made was thinking that different
necessarily equals wrong. Training in Japan is not how it is done
where I come from, so I wanted to jump right in and completely
overhaul the training system — how they trained, when they trained,
how hard they trained, what they did at training. I wanted to start
from scratch and do it the way that was 'right'. Looking back now I
am amazed at how narrow minded I was.

In the end I was saved by my lack of Japanese ability.
Considering I was struggling to even hold a basic conversation,
how was I going to be able to explain to the coach and the players
why everything they were doing was so wrong? I am thankful that
I was not able to do this as I realise now how it would have looked

the “The Hill of Humanity” park and in it the “Chiune Sugihara
Memorial Hall” to honor him. A lot of my work here is related to
his memory. The memorial has put Yaotsu on the map of Israeli
tourism in Japan, and hundreds of tourists visit it throughout the
year. People who survived thanks to his visas and their families
keep contact with the town from Israel, the US and other places in
the world. Also, the story of Sugihara’s act is now being taught to
children all over Japan. Groups of elementary school students visit
the Hill of Humanity, and I have the opportunity to supplement
their learning by telling them more about the history of the Jewish
people, their life in Europe prior to and during the Holocaust, about
Israel and the way the Sugihara story is perceived by its people.
Teaching a subject as difficult as the Holocaust to young children is
complicated no matter where, but especially in a country like Japan,
both geographically removed from the events and enjoying a very
peaceful existence for the last few decades.

I have also been visiting the local elementary schools and
teaching the kids about Israel, the way most CIRs introduce children
to their country and culture — through maps and and pictures, games
and quizzes, and occasionally cooking and baking traditional foods.
Having had no experience with teaching I am impressed with the
effort schools in my town put into exposing the kids to different



to the Japanese, a foreigner coming in telling everybody what the
'right' way to do things was. I consider how I would have felt if the
situation was reversed. In short, I would have blown my opportunity
to achieve my goals for coming to Japan before I had even started.

And so from the very start Japan was teaching me lessons about
life. I learned to analyse more carefully whether something was
actually 'wrong' or simply 'different'. As I continued to coach, I
started to make very small changes to those parts of training that I
felt could be improved. For example, players would rarely stop to
drink water during training. At training I would include rest breaks
and would simply say 'Please drink' in Japanese. Training would not
restart until I had seen every player drink. I am sure the players are
tired of me telling them to drink water, but over time, bit by bit, their
attitude and behaviour towards regular water drinking has changed.

As I gradually started to make changes, I began to discover
more and more things about the Japanese approach to sport that
really impressed me. The way the players approached training was
something I had never seen before. If they could not perform a skill
they would keep trying until they could. If I had to leave them on
their own for a short period of time during training, they would
continue to train as hard as if I was there. I found myself wishing
that there was more dedicated training time back in Australia. I

experiences, and find the children to be very open to learning new
things.

In general, I was pleasantly surprised to see how well educated
a lot of the people in Yaotsu are about Israel, through the work
of my predecessors and the contact with Israeli visitors. Every
now and then someone would greet me “shalom” in Hebrew or
starts a discussion on the situation in Israel while showing good
understanding of the subject. Prior to joining the JET Programme I
spent two years as a research student in Kyoto University, and I can
not say I have met as many people who knew about Israel as in this
rural town of 12,000 people.

Not less amazing is the fact that I have found here people
interested in learning Hebrew, hardly one of the world’s most spoken
languages. Right now I teach Hebrew to two groups of students.
Some of them have been studying for years with my predecessors,
being interested in Hebrew for religious reasons, and we are now
reading stories from the old testament together.

Other than my own work as a CIR I have gotten the unique
opportunity to participate in and observe the work of a rural
Japanese municipality, a side of life in Japan that most foreigners,
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wished I could leave a bunch of 15 and 16 year old boys to train on
their own in Australia knowing that they would not all be standing
around talking when I came back.

There are some things that I will never understand about the
Japanese culture, but there are many things that I have come to
learn here that will forever effect the way I look at things in my own
country. And not just with sport, I find myself looking at the positive
and negative features of my own culture and the Japanese culture
and wondering what it would be like if each could learn a little
from the other, the way the players and I have done and continue
to do. For example, I wish that Japanese kids had less pressure
put on them to succeed at school, but then I wish Australian kids
were more disciplined and goal driven. I wish Australia had rich
cultural traditions like Japan, but then I appreciate the fluid and ever
changing face of modern Australia.

When I first arrived in Japan I expected only to teach the players
and pass on my knowledge. Over time I have realised how much I
have benefited from the flow of learning in the other direction and
can only hope that I have the same sort of lifelong effect on some of
the players as they, and their country, have had on me.

Estie Shenderovich

even Japan scholars are rarely exposed to. With my department I
got to participate in harvesting rice and planting trees, selling our
town’s produce and so on, and I am very grateful for each and every
experience. It is on such occasions that I feel most like a part of the
community, and forget about the distances I had to cross to be here.

Recently I took part in organizing an international event based
on the Israeli holiday of Purim. Purim festivities slightly resemble
Halloween, and usually include a masquerade, present exchange and
lots of noise and fun for the children. It has become a tradition in
Yaotsu to have a parade in costumes through the town’s streets with
Israeli music playing and so on. Through the joint efforts of many
people here, we were able to introduce to local children the meaning
of the holiday and encourage them to try enjoying some new things.
I am sure that the memory of walking the old streets of this unique
little town followed by children dressed as different characters and
animals will be one of those that stay with me forever.

When I first came here, it was the natural beauty of Yaotsu that
made it special to me. I was excited about its green mountains, the
river and the waterfalls, But having gotten to know the people here
and worked among them, I tend to believe they are the ones that

make it special. REE
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