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My Travelogue in Japan

S.K. Malik Mumbai, India

This was my second visit to Japan, the first one
being in 1991, almost 12 years ago. In the first trip, I
came alone and was a bit apprehensive because I was
venturing in an East Asian country for the first time.
After having known the country and its people a bit
more, the second trip, namely, the current one, along
with my wife this time, was more relaxed. We had
wonderful hosts at the Tokyo Institute of Technology
who left no stones unturned to make our visit and
stay comfortable, memorable and fruitful. They
provided detailed instructions as to how to reach the
International House in Ookayama after landing at
Narita airport. To make it doubly sure that we do not
have any problems; they sent a colleague from the
laboratory to meet us at the TCAT terminal and take
us to our residence.

The housing for couples in the International House
of Tokyo tech at Ookayama is adequate and very
functional. Every important kitchen, bath, laundry, ac
items are included and positioned at the most
appropriate places. Visitors to Tokyo Tech are
allowed to stay here for a maximum period of one
year. Those who are spending more than a year here,
have to find alternate housing at the end of first year.
Only then people realize the importance of this
housing, its very low cost in spite of close proximity
to Tokyo, beautiful surroundings and an excellent
management. We soon got used to this place and it
became like a home away from home. The place had
great similarity with many areas of Old and New
Delhi with narrow streets and small houses on either
side of the road and we felt very homely here.
However, the areas here are kept very clean.

On the very first day of arrival, there was a nice
welcome party at Tokyo Tech, Ookayama campus, for
all the International visitors. We met people from
several countries. It was a great start to our visit. As
we learnt later, there are frequent parties organised
by the students and Departments on the slightest of a
pretext. This is a good way to get over the stress of
overworking, to meet and greet new people, new
arrivals, career landmarks, achievements, etc. etc.
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The best of the parties we enjoyed most was a
summer camp in the resort town of Hakone. This was
to become a send off party for another Visiting
Professor and a welcome party for us. This was a two-
day affair with an overnight stay at one of the
Japanese Inns/Hotels with Japanese style rooms, hot
spring baths, beautiful scenery and different but
delicious food. We went on a nearby hilltop from
where we had an excellent view of Mount Fuji some
20km away. On the other side, we had a fantastic
view of Lake Ashinoko. The whole scenery looked like
that on a picture post-card. After a hot bath and the
dinner, everyone assembled in a hall where colleagues
from outside Japan gave a bird’s eye view of their
respective countries. Thus we had talks on Norway,
Lithuania, India, China and Finland. This was a very
good experience for all of us.

At Tokyo Tech, all new facility members (visiting or
regular) give a seminar on a topic of his/her research
interest. The talks are followed by a welcome party
where the new faculty members meet other faculty
members. We thought this was a very good tradition
and practice and helps new faculty to settle in quickly.

The atmosphere in the laboratories was very
friendly. All the staff was very courteous and
respectful. The students were really very hard
working. Often than not, they are found working late
hours and on weekends. We had weekly meetings
with all the students where they present the work
carried out during the past week and discuss plans for
the future. The presentations were largely in
Japanese but the PowerPoint presentations were
written in English. So there was no difficulty in
understanding the subject matter. The students
would answer any questions posed by us in English
with or without the help of the Professors. It was
amazing to see how much the students are able to do
in a week’s time. It was equally amazing to see the
patience and the dedications of the Professors to
organise these meetings, to find out what students
have done and to guide them towards future
directions. Apart from weekly meetings, there were
monthly meetings with few students at a time,
forming a subgroup working on a common theme.
There were weekly study meetings where a student
will be assigned to read a paper or a book chapter and
describe that to the audience. All these are very good
academic activities.

On weekends, we used to become tourists visiting
various places in and around Tokyo. It was courtesy
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one of our colleague’s wife and ten year old son that
we visited the zoo at Ueno Park, which normally we
would not have visited. We enjoyed that visit very
much. The zoo is extremely clean and well maintained
and a fun place for the children. Outside the park,
there are lots of pigeons that would come and sit all
over you. All one needs to do is hold the arm with or
without anything in the palm and the pigeons would
come flying in. We got some great pictures in the zoo
and outside the park with the pigeons. After the visit
to the zoo, we headed towards Asakusa since that day
happened to be a day of fireworks. We are told that
fireworks are held all over Japan during summer.
There were so many peopled there that it appeared as
if the whole Tokyo had collected in Asakusa. Young
people, specially the girls, were dressed in beautiful
traditional Kimonos, which presented a lovely sight
and added colour to the whole festive occasion. The
fireworks display was fabulous and reminded us about
the 4" of July firework in USA except that the present
firework lasted for a couple of hours and was being
held at more than one nearby places leading to a
panoramic view. The crowds were very orderly but
we missed our entrance to the Asakusa station. There
was no way of going back against the crowd and so
we walked up to the next subway station to catch a
train home. This was the first and the only occasion
for us to be in such a huge train crowd at a subway
station, but people waited in lines to get in the trains.
Our turn came in the third train and we had to be
pushed inside the compartment by the pushers. We
are told that this is a common occurrence every
morning on trains heading towards Tokyo.

On a subsequent weekend, we went to the Meiji
Shrine near Harajuku station followed by a picnic in
the nearby sprawling Yoyogi Park

With the arrival of a colleague from our Institute in
India to a place very near to us, we had some
company for the weekend visits. We had heard good
many things about Kamakura. Therefore, on one
weekend, we made a full day trip to this town. The
journey part itself was quite interesting, specially the
one by the Enoshima tram from Fujisawa to
Kamakura. The tram passes through very narrow
areas, sometimes few inches from the nearby houses.
Kamakura lived up to its expectations. We
particularly liked the Great Buddha statue. The
backdrop of mountains adds beauty to the imposing
statue. The Hase-Kannon temple was another place,
which we liked very much.
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In the International house of Tokyo Tech, there are
visitors from several countries. There is a common
reading room with a TV where many of them would
drop in after dinner. The talks invariably drift toward
Japanese culture, sight seeing and shopping trips, etc.
For shopping for electronics goods, every one
recommended a visit to Akihabara, the electronics
town of Tokyo. So, at the first opportunity, we made a
trip to this place. It was an amazing revelation. The
variety of items and their displays were truly mind-
boggling the like of which we have not seen anywhere
else. We spent several hours browsing through almost
each and every store, certainly the more famous
one’s.

On another occasion, our colleagues at the
International house took us to a Flea market; one of
the big one’s held in Tokyo Stadium. We had nothing
particular to buy and so we treated it as a picnic. My
wife tried there few sentences of Japanese which she
had picked up like ikura desu ka or takai desu. Some
of the Japanese vendors were laughing on hearing
these and my wife even struck a bargain or two for
some titbits. It was a new experience for us.

We were told that many of the Department stores
have a floor or two devoted only to food. We had the
occasion to see this in one such store in Mizonokuchi.
The variety of fresh vegetables, fruits and meat
product at one place was amazing. Some of the items
were being prepared on the spot and small pieces
were being kept nearby for tasting. Another floor had
a variety of bakery products. We tried a few
vegetarian one’s and found them very tasty.

We were told that another speciality of shopping in
Japan is the popping up of numerous 100Yen stores
where everything sells for 100Y. These stores are
more frequented by foreigners but it appears that now
Japanese are also visiting these. Their popularity can
be gauged by the fact that there is one such store
close to Narita airport also. Our colleagues showed us
one such store in Shibuya first but the one we found
very nice and huge was in Machida (there could be
others). It is amazing to see the kind of items, which
are sold for just 100Yen. We even found some items
there, which are made in India. In fact, we bought one
such item to show it our people back in India.

The language issues sometimes lead to hilarious
situations. Like at one time, a student told me that
they have a contest to watch soccer on TV tonight.
Initially, I was a bit perplexed as to what kind of
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contest is this? But knowing some unique features of
Japan, like Sumo wrestling, Sushi, Sashimi, etc. I
thought this might also be some kind of a contest in
Japan. While I was probing further, the second
student interjected and said that what the first
student meant was that there was a soccer contest
(match) on TV which they are going to watch tonight
and he explained to the other student also the
meaning of what he was saying. We always feel that it
must be very tough to learn Japanese language and
the Kanji characters. But we are assured that like any
mother tongue, children learn the Japanese language
very fast and start building the vocabulary for Kanji
characters once they go to schools.

Near the end of our stay at Tokyo Tech, we were
invited by our hosts for a lunch. Considering the mild
dislike of my wife for non-vegetarian food, they took
us to a place specializing in Tofu preparations. The
place was excellent and it was amazing to find out in
how numerous ways Tofu can be served. We were
told that it is ok to make slurping sounds while eating
in Japan. If one does not make such sound, it is taken
to imply that the person is not liking the food. We
would like to assure our hosts that we liked the place
and the food very much in spite of not making the
slurping noise. In fact, when another Japanese family,
which happened to be the parents of our son’s
roommate and classmate in USA, invited us for a
dinner, we opted for another Tofu place at another
location.

The Japanese people were very helpful. Many times
when some Japanese saw us struggling with a map or
something, they unilaterally came forward and
offered help. Once when we could not find the
entrance gate to a subway station, a young couple
walked all the way with us, showed us the station,
where to buy the tickets for a particular line and
which platform to go.

Like all good things, our stay eventually came to an
end. Three months just went by in a jiffy. But these
three months were perhaps the best spent
academically and otherwise. We wish we had more
time to explore the scenic beauty and the cultural
heritage of this magnificent country. We do hope that
there will be occasions in the future to visit this
country again and again.

[This travelogue is by no means complete. We had to
omit many things for the sake of brevity.]
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