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Home Away From Home

Being the first CIR and only person from Ghana to come
on the JET Programme, | was on edge when | first arrived in
Nagasaki. | wondered whether | could cope with the stress of
working and living in Japan. | had lived in Japan severa years
ago as a foreign student, so | had heard about the demanding
working conditions in Japanese offices. Hailing from a country
with a laid-back culture, | have had to adjust to Japan time
(punctuality) and other demanding social conventions and
etiquettes. Now moving into the final four months of my JET
contract, | have found working in Nagasaki, on the contrary, to be
relatively stress-free and living here is rather like a home away
from home.

| first learned about the JET Programme from friends who
were ALTs and CIRs 14 years ago when | was aforeign student at
Kanazawa University in Ishikawa Prefecture. At the time, | was
invited by local international exchange organizations to do home
stays, visit daycare centers, speak at elementary, junior high,
and high schools, and attend English summer camps. Little did |
know that | would be doing this again and much more promoting
internationalization later in life.

Living in Nagasaki for the past two and a half years has been
a wonderful experience. My family has settled in well and now
calls Nagasaki home. Unlike Hokuriku in northern Japan, the
weather is mild, warm and bearable during winter. Moving from

My Japanese Mum

When | arrived in Japan | knew less than a handful of
Japanese words, and all | knew about the culture was what | had
learned from watching TV. To be honest, Japan for me had never
been a place that | had yearned to live before. As a teenager |
had never had a fascination with Manga, Anime, or the Japanese
language as many people on the JET Programme did - and still do
not.

| had grown weary of New Zealand, and felt almost
suffocated by the isolation of living on an island in the south
of the Pacific. Many of my friends had either moved, or were
saving to move to Australia. But | had no interest in living there. |
wanted a place to start over; a place where | could start new, with
new friends, where all people knew about me was what | told
them.

It was during a walk to class when it began to rain on a day
less than a year before | graduated and in order to shelter from
the rain and satisfy my curiousity about the JET Programme, |
ran into the graduate job search office. The girl behind the desk
instantly recognised me as someone who had never been there
before, and asked me to fill out the necessary forms. While
writing my address she informed me that it would include free
travel to Japan and | asked, "Wheredo | sign?'

| do not recall much about the interview except that it was

sandwiched between my friend's funeral and his wake. | passed
and arrived in Tokyo nearly 10 months later, and had to give it my
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atropical country where seasons never fluctuate to a temperate
climate that experiences four seasons, | am indeed fortunate that
it rarely snows in Nagasaki during winter. Nagasakians are laid-
back like Ghanaians, easy to get along with, hospitable, generous
and accepting of foreigners. | have made many friends whom |
have come to cherish. | have made friends at diverse places: my
table tennis club, my daughter’s kindergarten and elementary
schools, tangerine harvesting meets, festivals, hospital, university
and the local market. Some acquaintances have made me feel at
home by inviting me to savour popular local dishes, and taking
me to festivals. On hearing that | am from Ghana, many people
tend to say “ah Ghana chocolate” or talk about soccer, while
others ask whether Ghana s as hot and humid as Nagasaki during
summer. Ghana's weather has a lot in common with Nagasaki
during summer: this makes me feel that | am home away from
home.

Like the mantra of the JET Programme ‘Every Situation
I's Different’, my work as a CIR is varied: demanding when
| have deadlines to meet, but exciting when | meet young
children at school and adults at speaking engagements. | edit the
Association’s monthly English magazine for foreigners living
in the prefecture, update the website, interpret and translate on
occasion, plan events, give lectures about Ghana and culture, visit
schools, and teach English. My coworkers are cooperative and
they give me all the assistance | need with the intricacies of office

best shot.

| had to spend my first two nights in a tiny business hotel
near the train station, because my new apartment was still being
cleaned and new tatami mats were being laid. | hardly slept at all
on my first night. There was no air conditioning in my room so |
sat by the window, in the cool night air, trying to decide if | had
just made the biggest mistake of my life. | have never told anyone
how close | really came to leaving Japan in those first few days.
Looking back now | think that had | known how to, | probably
would have left. | felt so incredibly frustrated, but more than
anything, | really felt alone. Everything that was around me felt
so amazingly alien to me. The tiny streets, the crowded buildings,
the complete lack of anyone the same age as me, the bewildering
language, and the fact that | had never been so far away from
home.

I was hit with culture shock when | first got to my town. |
could not speak to anyone, my apartment felt like a stranger's
spare room, everyone stared at me, the heat completely drained
al the energy from me, and most of the time | felt like alost child
in the supermarket, searching for something familiar. | had eaten
sushi before, and had a few Asahi beers before, but my inability
to read any Japanese for the first few months made buying food
at the supermarket a complete lottery. | quickly learned that | did
not like doughnuts filled with anko, | loved tonkatsu, and that if
| wanted anything that tasted food from home then | had to pay
more. | found myself living in a "gaijin bubble," where | was



bureaucracy and routine, greatly helping me settle in during
my first year. | have quickly learned that to foster good office
relations, it is helpful to build a respectful understanding with
those you work closest with.

My work gives me the opportunity to meet and interact with
avariety of people. One of my weaknesses before coming on the
JET Programme was speaking in public. However through this
programme, | am obliged to speak to audiences, both young and
old, albeit, in Japanese. Giving presentations has been a quick
and convenient way to overcome my fear of speaking in public.
| still remember the first time | stood in front of an audience and
saw their reactions when | told them that in Ghana the Akans
have a predetermined given name based on the day of birth, we
also celebrate Yosakoi festival, and many people speak two or
more local languages, excluding English. Cultural differences
and similarities generate living discussions and promote mutual
understanding.

| always look forward to doing school visits as they allow
me to talk about my country, its people, culture and uniqueness.
Unfortunately, many Japanese people associate Ghana with only
chocolate and soccer so | do my best to inform them about other
aspects of Ghanaian life and culture. | have realized that | am a
representative for Ghana anywhere | go, as many people have
told me | am the first person from Ghana that they have met.

spending all of my social time with other foreigners.

The change came when one of my neighbours - a50-something
divorcee with two children of my age - approached me while |
was in front of my apartment talking to another JET from my
town. She asked me in broken English if | would want to talk to
her in English once aweek, in exchange for a home cooked meal.
Without hesitation, | said yes. The relationship | built with her
became one of the most important things to me during my stay.
She became my "Japanese mum." She welcomed me into her
family and introduced me to a side of Japan that | would never
have known existed.

She once took me to meet her friend's brother, who is a
sword smith in the next town over. After an exhaustive lecture in
Japanese he showed me a sword that he had just finished, and that
he was about to send to have the handle attached. Holding this
sword, | felt like | was holding a piece of history in my hands.

About a year ago doctors in a neighbouring city diagnosed
my Japanese mum with ovarian cancer. The news felt like a huge
weight pressing down on me - | had had to say goodbye to a
good friend just before | came to Japan, and here it was, about
to happen all over again. Here was this amazingly lady, who had
taken me into her home every week,to her best friend's father's
funeral and quietly whispered, explaining everything to me, treated
me asif lwere one of her children. And there she was, flattened by
thisillness.

Edja Bosque-Hamilton

Undoubtedly, the impression | make is going to have a permanent
effect on their image of my country. This situation necessitates
that | carry out my duties with a sense of responsibility, but also |
feel proud to be an ambassador for my country.

| have found speaking engagements to be opportunities to
educate people about misconceptions about Africa in general.
Many people | have spoken to are fairly uninformed but tend
to be receptive to my presentations. | have also met a couple of
well-traveled people who have amazed me with their in-depth
knowledge of the situation on the African continent. | intend to
return the favour when | go back to Ghana, and talk about my
time in Japan

The JET Programme can be fun, challenging and
rewarding for participants who come with an open mind and
no preconceived ideas about Japan, but come ready to learn
and adapt to the challenges of living in a different culture. The
programme offers opportunities for locals and foreigners to learn
about each other, like a two-way street. People in my office
and around me have been wonderful and have been of great
help. | hope to take the lessons learned with me when | return.
Meanwhile, | can proudly say that my stay in Japan has truly
been home away from home.
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Luke Wevers

Over a period of 5 months she spent about 4 months in
hospital. She had two operations to remove both ovaries, and had
countless chemotherapy and radiotherapy sessions. It was only
after all of this that the doctors were convinced that they had
removed all of the cancer and that it had not metastasised. There
are no words that could do justice to the relief | felt when | heard
this news. She still has to have chemotherapy, and because of this
she suffers from constant weakness and pain, but her hair will
grow back, and the cancer is gone.

My time in Japan has been full of extremes. | have never
lived with snow outside of my front door, and in my small town
there was so much snow one year that | could not see my car,
which was parked outside of my front door. | have felt the full
gambit of emotions, from the loneliness of the first night, to the
happiness | get from making great new friends.

| 1eft for Japan, looking for something new; | wanted to make
anew start in anew country. | wanted to be able to travel without
having to save money for many years. And | found what | was
looking for. | found a new family, equally as loving and accepting
as my family in New Zealand. It took a chance meeting for me to
find the "real" Japan, but | will remember my Japanese mum, and
everything she showed me about Japan - my second home - for
therest of my life.
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