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Have you ever
talked to someone
who has no idea
where the country
you come from is
located? I experience it all the
time!

Whenever I meet new people
during a party or at my univer-
sity in Japan, just after introduc-
ing myself, the first thing I am
asked is, “Where is Uzbekistan
situated?” and I am usually told,
“You are the first Uzbek I have
ever met!” at the end of the con-
versation. And often, the main
topic of our conversation tends to
be about my country.

In such situations, I try to
brainstorm to seek out particu-
larities of my culture to give the
listener a sense of its greatness.
I find it really hard to explain
about what differs from your
country, culture and people,
because you are so used to such
things, that you fail even to be

aware of them.

Recently, I read a few articles
about the impressions of people
who had been traveling through
Uzbekistan and, among them,
some were telling about unpleas-
ant accidents.

After having lectured many
times about the lifestyle, the cul-
ture and the differences between
my country and Japan, I started
to think that it is not so bad that
people do not know much about it.

Thus, I can shape their minds
positively toward my country,
before they hear of any negative
stereotypes. I feel like a genuine
ambassador!
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What do you

really think is the

2 most important; to

! be able to speak

many languages,

without mastering any of them

perfectly, or to speak at least one

language and to possess it com-
pletely?

Probably everybody will choose
the first choice, but me, I am for the
second one, because | cannot ans-
wer without difficulty the question
of what is my native language.

In Samarkand, one of the most
famous cities of Uzbekistan, where
I was born, people mix at least
three languages in their everyday
life. For example, my family is
Tadzhik, the main ethnic group of
the city, therefore | communicate
with my relatives in Tadzhiki,
which is derived from Farsi.

However, as the official lan-
guage of our country is Uzbek,
from the Turkish languages
group, we need to know it too, for

any official procedures.

Now it is used in nearly every
primary school, but in my case, |
went to a Russian school, and
even in my university, lectures are
still taught in Russian, and we
use it to speak between friends.

In the end, it turns out that our
vocabulary is not exactly the same
in each language; for example, 1
am not able to describe complex
things in Tadzhiki, and | prefer
Russian words for technical terms.

Finally, we are practically mix-
ing those three languages while
speaking. It is very puzzling, isn't
it?
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Marriage is a cru-
cial step in the life
of each and every
person, and it s cel-
ebrated in different
ways, depending on the culture.

Once, | had the chance to take
part in a real Japanese wedding
ceremony. What shocked me first
was the seriousness and the
solemnity of the atmosphere; even
as an ordinary guest, | was pretty
nervous not to make any mistake.
My second shock came from the
seat locations of the guests,
depending on their relation to the
bride, or the bridegroom — com-
pany superiors were in the hon-
ored places, while relatives were
at farther tables.

Unlike what happens in Japan,
in Uzbekistan, weddings are held
in a less serious and organized
way, and are filled with loud tra-
ditional music and dances per-
formed by several professional
dancers, invited especially for the

event. Among the guests, usually
more than several hundreds, rel-
atives of both sides are honored
first, while friends and colleagues
come next.

These differences make me
think that, while for the Japanese
youngsters the marriage may
appear as a social responsibility
toward colleagues from work, for
Uzbek ones, it is more like follow-
ing the traditions handed down
by their ancestors.

However, there is a common
feature to those two wedding cer-
emonies: they are both not de -
signed for the marrying couple to
relax and to fully enjoy their
special day!
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If you had the
chance to meet
some foreigners,
you certainly
already have
heard many stories about what
surprised them in Japan, like
eating raw fish, bowing to greet
and to thank people, and lining
up on the platform, although the
train had not arrived yet.

For me, as | have been living
here for more than two years,
such behaviors have become part
of my everyday routine; however,
I still cannot stop being surprised
at seeing women in their late 30s
with their young children.

One day, while I was sitting in
the waiting room of a clinic, I
observed one of those “late mothers”
with her small child, and espe-
cially how she was talking to him
— she was mainly acting and
mimicking his way of speaking.

It sounds bizarre to me, as in
Uzbekistan, | am used to seeing
really young mothers, while older
ones have already more than

three children, look less enthusi-
astic and are more serene. Uzbek
women usually get married
pretty young, starting from age
17,and by 26, they normally have
several children, and experiences
that they have accumulated over
time have made them mature
and pragmatic.

While 1 was watching this
Japanese mother, | thought that
my frustration of not having had
a baby might seem funny as I am
just 24, and | ended my thoughts
there, as my name was called by

the nurse.
(EEFEREEDY ARF R Y N
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“Cheburashka.”
Have you ever
heard that name?
It is a strange, but
cute creature with
big ears that appears in Russian
animation, or more exactly, Soviet
animation for children.

Cheburashka was the best
friend of many children of that
period, and he taught them to be
friendly, kind and faithful. | was
one of those children, and have
been educated through him.

Naturally, we thought he is a
part of the culture shared only by
people living in the countries of
the former USSR, and we didn’t
expect to see him in places such
as Japan.

However, | was pleasantly sur-
prised to see a few people wear-
ing T-shirts or carrying straps
with the face of Cheburashka, on
public transportation, in Japan.

Moreover, when | went to a
famous toy shop near Harajuku,

looking for a present for a friend,
I could not believe what I saw.
There was a big screen showing
Cheburashka animation in
Russian with Japanese subtitles,
and the shelves were overflowing
with various Kinds of toys or acces-
sories derived from the cartoon.

I asked a Japanese friend of
mine who speaks perfect Russian
and according to my friend,
Russian culture has been widely
promoted recently in Japan, and
many items of Cheburashka were
displayed in shops in Tokyo. An
animated film series with
Cheburashka was apparently
shown in Japan in 2001-2002.

Globalization makes for

fantastic surprises!
(DoooooooDoboOOoObDOoOoOooon)
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Do you know
what happened to
all the cats in
Japan? | find them
extraordinarily slow
and relaxed!

Many mornings | rush on my
bicycle from home to the train
station at a high rate of speed. On
the way, there is a long narrow
street, across a residential area
that I usually traverse.

There, you can see many cats
strolling around. Owners of those
cats probably have given them
total freedom, so they like to
spend their days lying in the
middle of the street. On those
hurried mornings, | ring my bicy-
cle bell to warn them about the
approaching danger, but they do
not show the slightest intent to
move even a little bit.

In the same situation, cats in
Uzbekistan will anticipate dan-
ger from a far distance and will
take measures to escape. What is

more impressive about Japanese
cats is that they often do risky
things.

When they want to cross the
street —right at the time when
you are arriving on your bicycle
— they wait until they are one
or two meters from your wheels,
then dash out suddenly, as if
they were trying to commit sui-
cide.

Moreover, Japanese cats are
always strangely somehow fed;
they never accept food when you
offer something. Probably they
are too educated to be proud? Or
are they more refined?

(DoooooooDoboOoObDOoOoOoooon)
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Being Bilingual
Not as Easy
As It Sounds

Do you know anybody bilin-
gual? Ever thought it's cool to be
bilingual? Well, let me tell you

this. I'm bilingual and I'm proba-
bly lucky, but bilingualism isn't
automatic.

My mother is English and my
father Japanese. | spent most of
my childhood in Japan, visiting
my grandparents in England
every summer. | was glad | could
do this —many of my friends had
never been outside Japan — but
I hated having homework in two
languages.

Now I go to school in England.
In Japan people would label me
as foreign even though then | felt
more Japanese than English. The
same thing happens in England
even though now | feel more
British than Japanese.

You may think I'm lucky being
able to communicate in two lan-

guages fluently. True, I'm com-
fortable in English-speaking
countries and also in Japan.
However, annoyingly, the lan-
guage of the country I'm living
in overwhelms my other lan-
guage.

Currently my English is sub-
stantially stronger than my
Japanese. Vice versawhen | lived
in Japan. When | go to Japan now
I'm embarrassed by my limited
vocabulary. I had the same prob-
lem at first in England. Once for
example in a biology lesson my
friends tricked me into labeling a
plant with explicit content.

Bilinguals aren’t necessarily
luckier than monolinguals. Sure,
we have many advantages, but
we can’'t avoid many disadvan-
tages.
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No Easy Answers
When Taking Tests
In an England
School

When I first went to school in
England from Japan I had a hard
time adapting, because of the dif-
ferences in the educational sys-

tems.

The biggest hurdle was essay
writing. At school in Japan, we
never wrote essays. Tests
included multiple-choice and
simple one-word answers. Home-
work never involved writing big
chunks of text. An exception was
sakubun, but that was more
diary than essay format. So when
I was dropped into classes requir-
ing this entirely new method of
writing an answer, | had no idea
what to do. I just sat there star-
ing at a blank piece of paper
while my classmates were busily
writing pages of work.

Moreover, in Japan, there was
always a fixed idea of only one
correct answer. This idea was
blown away in England where it

was OK to defend either side of
an argument, or neither, or both
sides. At first | had trouble get-
ting around the idea of writing
controversially.

Now | think that this skill is
very important since it requires
more thinking compared to writ-
ing down a single “ correct”
answer, which you have been told
so many times that it becomes
automatic to recite.

After all, exploring the “wrong”
answer allows further under-
standing as to why it is faulty and
why the generally accepted idea
is right. Sometimes there could
be more than one answer to a
guestion, where you can compare
for yourself which answer seems
more reasonable.
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School Lunch
Not as Fancy
As Kyoto Feast

One of the things that my
British friend enjoyed most

during his visit to Japan was
Japanese food. Probably his ulti-
mate eating experience was in a
kaiseki restaurant near Kiyo-
mizu Temple in Kyoto.

I was also terribly impressed. |
think that was the meal with the
most courses we will ever eat in
our lives!

A big difference between British
and Japanese food is that the way
food looks matters more to one
than the other. The British up
until quite recently were not that
interested in taking pains over
the appearance of food.

A traditional main meal usually
consisted of potatoes, meat, boiled
vegetables and gravy, all served
on one large, round plate.

However, as you know, the
Japanese like to put lots of little
portions on many neat little
plates. The plates even have spe-
cial shapes to accommodate the
food they carry.

In Kyoto this kind of elegance
for 11 or more courses was com-
pletely new to my friend, not to
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Holy Pilgrims
Didn’t Bless
Our Overnight
Ferry Ride

We visited Kyushu with my
English friends, and returned to
Honshu on the Beppu-Osaka

overnight ferry. To save money
and enjoy an unusual experi-
ence we slept in a communal
cabin on the tatami mat floor,
where there was room for about
40 people.

We left Beppu at dusk. We
stayed on deck a long time look-
ing at the city lights and the
burning letter of X (dai) on the
mountain behind the town.
When we went down to find our
cabin it wasn't late, but most of
the other passengers there were
already asleep.

Surprisingly, they were com-
pletely dressed in white, and
many had long wooden sticks.
We realized that they were pil-
grims (ohenro-san) and must be
tired out after all their walking.
So we were careful to chat qui-

etly over our supper.

When we were going to sleep
there was a terrible smell, which
filled the whole cabin. Some pil-
grims had farted! We rushed
outside to escape the smell. We
came back later, but just as we
were settling down to sleep, the
smell attacked us again. We ran
for fresh air.

This kept happening all night.
We wanted to protest, but were
too embarrassed to disturb the
holy pilgrims. Then before dawn
the pilgrims woke and started
praying loudly. Our last chance
for sleep was gone.

Our sleepless night with the
farting pilgrims was a much
more unusual experience than
we had been expecting!
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My Guinea Pigs
Taught Me Many
Lessons of Life

My sister and | each had a
guinea pig as our first pets. When
we got them they were very
young and it was hard to identify
their gender. We wanted two
females so we wouldn’t be trou-

ooooooooon
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bled by babies. Alas, Murphy’s
Law held true as one was incon-
veniently male. The result was 12
babies!

Gradually, we learnt how to
look after the guinea pigs well,
although my sister and | always
guarreled about who should clean
and feed them.

The guinea pigs entertained us
greatly. A funny thing we used to
do was to brush them, using old
toothbrushes to style their coats.
Our guinea pigs were long-
haired, with rosettes of hair radi-
ating in many directions. My
guinea pig had one of these swirls
on his head, which we often
styled into a Mohican.

They made endearing sounds.
I especially liked the chirping
sound they made when they were
content; a sound you wouldn’t
expect from guinea pigs. After
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having a good meal they all
chirped at the same time whilst
waddling around the balcony,
usually in a single file.

Anyway life goes on, and they
slowly died one by one. However,
the experience of looking after
other lives was very valuable to
me. | have always liked animals,
and caring for pets reinforced the
idea that however little the
animal, a life is a life and so is
precious.
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British Youths
Enjoy Giving
Military a Try

In Britain the Ministry of De-
fense sponsors a youth organiza-
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tion called the Combined Cadet
Force, or CCF. It has three sec-
tions: the Army, the Air Force and
the Navy. In any section, cadets
experience many things that they
normally would never do. CCF
also encourages students who are
interested in becoming military
officers to actually do so after fin-
ishing their education.

However, most cadets just want
to enjoy the experiences CCF
offers. At our school, every week
people can go to the shooting
range and practice firing a cadet
rifle, and in our Air Force section
we sometimes get opportunities
to fly airplanes. If you enjoy flying
and are good at it, you can even-
tually get a license. One person |
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know got a flying license before
getting his driving license!

So far Ive had one flying lesson.
I drove the plane down the run-
way. Exciting! But then the sky
clouded over and my plane wasnt
allowed to take off. We waited for
30 minutes, but had to give up
when the sky didn't clear. | want
sunny weather for my next flying
lesson!

I've also taken part in big CCF
camps offering various activities
and training, sometimes with
other schools. I enjoy CCF very
much because of its challenges. It
is also fun, since you are often
competing against people of your
age at something you have never
done before.
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first one I remember was Debby
the fox terrier. She was followed
by Cindy and then Fred, both
Australian terriers. Finally we

legged humans! They are walked
around in an expensive wardrobe
of designer clothes and even have
their own raincoats for wet
weather.

<«
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had the originally named Jack,
who was, of course, a Jack Rus-
sell terrier.

Most Australian families seem

Ash Warren
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Department stores have dog
sections, abounding in Gucci col-

By Ash Warren lars, Hermes coats, brand-name

No. 1

Dogs in Tokyo
Live Nicer than
Down Under

I grew up in Sydney, and we
always had a dog at home. The

to have dogs. They generally live
outside in the garden where they
have a doghouse to reside in.
People take them for walks of
course — but unlike here they
don’ t bother to pick up their
“droppings”! Not very nice.
Where 1 live in Tokyo, though,
dogs seem to live a particularly
luxurious life. Actually I don't
think their owners consider them
to be dogs at all; more like four-

leather carry bags and gourmet
food.

In Australia, a dog is a dog and
while much loved, we don't dress
him up for his walk! But, that
being said, one thing that I am
very impressed about in Japan is
that people here always carry a
plastic bag with them to clean up
after their pets. | just wonder
though if the bag needs to be
from an Italian fashion house.
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By Ash Warren

No.3

| Would Rather

Get a Thank You

Than a Return Gift
This Christmas my wife was

sent a large box of oranges from
friends in Ehime Prefecture,

much to our delight. The oranges
were in great condition and very
sweet. However, there was just no
way we were going to eat them
all!

| hate to see waste, so | sug-
gested we give some to our neigh-
bors. So we made up some bags
with about 10 or so in each, and
my wife took them to our neigh-
bors in the evening.

Ten minutes after she arrived
home, the doorbell rang. There on
the front step was one of our
neighbors with a bag of apples
from Niigata. Very nice of her,
but ...

This practice of okaeshi is not
popular among foreigners. For us,

when we give a gift, we do not
expect anything in return.
Especially if we are just sharing
some unexpected present from
someone. For me, it leaves a very
bad feeling.

Someone rushing over to give a
return” gift is like saying:
“Thanks for your present, but |
don’t want to be in your debt.” At
worst it gives the feeling of some-
one trying to distance themselves
from you by trying to “return”
your gift, which in some cases is
actually very rude.

I would recommend when re-
ceiving a gift from a foreigner
that the best “okaeshi” is simply
to say “thank you.”
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By Ash Warren

No.5

Fewer and Fewer
Train Passengers
Reading Anymore

When I first came to Japan and
stepped onto a train, | was im-
pressed to see everyone, or nearly

everyone, was reading. Some, of
course, were reading comics, but
at least half the passengers were
reading books. This impressed
me, actually, and made sense
after | heard that the Japanese
publishing industry was one of
the largest in the world, and the
reading public was exceptionally
large and literate.

Today as | look around the
train, though, things are indeed
different. In the carriage where |
spent my evening commute yes-
terday, only two people were read-
ing books. The overwhelming
majority were doing something
with their mobile phones, a few
had newspapers, and one or two
were looking at comics.

You have to wonder where this
iIs leading us. They say the
number of Japanese who have
read a book in the previous
month has plummeted year after
year, and | think the major rea-
son is the introduction of the
mobile phone.

The phone has invaded the last
real reading space, the daily
commute. Today our e-mails fol-
low us around like a stray dog. |
often wonder how many of the e-
mails we send are really neces-
sary?

Do we really have to be in con-
tact with the rest of the world at
all times? Maybe it would be
better to find a little time to be in
another world altogether.
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Japan for the very first time. |
made myself a promise during
that long flight that 1 would,
without fail, learn and master
Japanese. After all, I figured, how

had made myself take this more
seriously in the beginning and
done the hard work, my Japanese
would have had a much stronger
foundation.

Ash Warren
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hard can it be?
Sixteen years later, | know the
answer to that question. Of

Secondly is kanji. If, for exam-
ple, I had put the same effort into

By Ash Warren learning French as | had Japa-

No.7

Learning Japanese
Takes More Work
Than | First Thought

I remember quite clearly sitting
on the plane as | headed for

course, | blame myself. As a lan-
guage teacher | know that the
key to mastering any language is,
well ... study. Yet two major
things in my own language learn-
ing efforts do stand out.

Firstly, many people, including
myself at the time, really don't
know HOW to go about learning
a language. In my own case | fool-
ishly ignored the importance of
learning grammar properly. If |

nese, people would think 1 WAS
French! Not being able to read
really slows down the process of
learning a language.

It is absolutely necessary then
to put the effort into learning
kanji as soon as starting to learn
Japanese.

And so I am still struggling! As
we say in English though: “Those
that can, do. Those that cant, teach!”
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By Ash Warren

No.9

Today’s Bentos
Are Tasty Artwork
Unlike Old Days

My son Geoffrey recently went
into his second year at kinder-

garten. For the first few weeks,
though, my wife had the tough
job of making a bento, or boxed
lunch, for him every day. But this
must not only be a nice lunch for
my son, it has to be seen as
LOOKING like a nice lunch in
competition with all the others.

We have nothing like this in
good old Australia, though. When
we were in school we were given
a plastic box with a couple of veg-
emite sandwiches and an apple.
That was lunch. All the other kids
got the same. No one looked at
your lunch to see if it met some
strange standard of artistic
beauty either.

But here it is totally different.

You can buy pre-cut seaweed to
make eyes and faces to put on
your rice balls. Sausages come
looking like octopuses with little
eyes and legs. Some rice balls
have rabbit ears. Others look like
smiling puppies.

The ever-present Miss Kitty is
never far away! Vegetables are
placed in a sensitively color-coor-
dinated way in little silver con-
tainers. The whole thing looks,
well, like something the Michelin
Guide would give 3 stars.

My son will have to do without
the octopus sausages, but he still
gets a lunch that is far beyond
those vegemite sandwiches |
got!
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By Ash Warren

No.ll

Culture Shock
Hits Me Hardest

When | Go Home
Many people suffer from “cul-

ture shock” when they go to for-
eign countries. However, for me,

it is the place from where | come
that causes this the most
strongly.

I am very puzzled by Aus-
tralians these days. They wear
shoes inside the house. They
wash all the dishes in a tub in the
sink. They don't separate their
garbage. They live in huge
houses, and when you walk down
the street, you can see into them.

Everybody has a dog, a pool and
two huge cars they never wash.
Everybody is home by 6 p.m.
Everybody calls you “mate” and
talks to you about “the footie.”

People invite you to dinner par-
ties at their home. Couples walk
in the shopping center holding
hands. Kids wear hats and sun-

glasses to school. In the summer,
cricket ison TV for eight straight
hours a day. Nobody is bored by
this.

| feel very caught between two
cultures. Australians express
bemusement at the fact that |
have not lived in “paradise” for
nearly 20 years.

How have I survived without a
“proper steak™ Japanese, on the
other hand, express amazement
I have lived in Japan for so many
years. How have | survived in a
place where only Japanese can
truly live normally?

I think this is the situation for
many foreigners living overseas
for a long time.
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By Kouame Remi Oussou

No. 1

Learning
Japanese May
Be Tougher
Than Any Other

Is there any other language
that is more difficult than the
Japanese language to master?

After almost a one-year stay in
Japan, I still ask this question.
With the help of Japanese lan-
guage courses I'm taking, things
are getting easier little by little
for me to communicate in daily
life situations. However, | still
have a long way to go to gain a
full comprehension of the Japa-
nese language.

I grew up in Cote d'lvoire, my
home country located in Western
Africa. Our official language is
the French language, but at home
we speak our local language, too.
We begin learning French gener-
ally at the age of 6 or 7 and Eng-
lish in college as a second
language. Then comes either
Spanish or German as an option.

Now I can speak five languages

including my community lan-
guage. Most of my local friends
believe that I can easily learn any
sort of language and call me the
specialist of languages. | was also
convinced of this, at least until |
came to Japan.

I can still clearly remember my
first Japanese language class in
the summer of 2007. It was the
first time when | heard words
such as “hiragana,” “katakana”
and “kaniji,” three types of alpha-
bets. My reaction was, “What is that?”’

Despite my continuous study; |
am still frustrated with unfamil-
iar kanji I see in buses and trains.
My conviction that I'm some kind
of language genius has been
greatly diminished.
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By Kouame Remi Oussou

No.3

What's It Like
To Have 3 Moms
And 11 Siblings

I often wonder what it might be
like if 1 was the only son in a
family. Actually, I' m one of 12

brothers and sisters from “three
mothers” in my home country,
where some people still practice
polygamy.

By comparison, many of my
Japanese friends are the only son
or daughter of their parents.
Whenever | tell them the large
number of my siblings, “Gee ...
S0 many,” accompanied by a big
smile, is the usual answer that |
always receive.

| further ask them if they are
not bored with just themselves
alone at home. They most likely
answer, “Not at all, I have every-
thing I need, like the computer,
Internet and video games.”

A total of 12 brothers and sis-
ters in one family may be too
many for the Japanese standard.

But for me, having no one, except
parents to talk to at home, would
certainly be very boring.

And | can't put up with being
locked in my room with only elec-
tronic gadgets as substitutes for
brothers or sisters to play with.

I still remember that when our
family went for a trip during my
school days, my mothers spent a
whole day cooking and preparing
food for each one of us.

I grew up in such a busy and
cheerful atmosphere, which may
be hard to imagine for my Japa-
nese friends. But as a member of
a family with many older sib-
lings, | sometimes become envi-
ous of a family where you can
have your mother’s love all to
yourself.
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By Kouame Remi Oussou

No.5

Coming to Japan
Created Fears
Of the Unknown

When | was notified by Rotary
International that my scholar-
ship application had been favor-
ably considered and | was
assigned to study in Japan, | was

quite startled as well as excited.

Although it was a great honor
to have won the scholarship, my
enthusiasm began to diminish,
due to one question: How was I
going to settle into Japanese soci-
ety?

I knew very little about the
Japanese people and their life-
style. Also, all I knew about the
history was almost nothing but
shogun, samurai and the Meiji
Era — those sketchy pieces of
information | had learned at
school.

Becoming worried about the
lack of knowledge on my host
country, | checked the language
as the first step. I was firm in my
belief that language is a key vehi-
cle to understanding a different
culture. But | was startled to find
out that the Japanese language

Is composed of three different sets
of characters.

Although I studied and learned
five languages in my home coun-
try, I had never heard of a lan-
guage like this. Uneasiness about
my school life suddenly over-
whelmed me.

Then, thousands of questions
began to flood my mind. How
about the Japanese people them-
selves? If the language is so com-
plicated, isn't it a sign that the
people are difficult to get along
with? What am | going to eat in
such a place?

Finally when I arrived here, |
discovered that most of these
worries were unfounded.

I learned a good lesson that
when you don't know much about
a particular culture, your imagi-
nation really runs wild.
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Nothing Prepared
Me for Taking
A Bath Together

One of the peculiarities that
struck me in Japan is the use of
public baths, called an ofuro. In my
home country, Cote d'lvoire, and

Africa in general, taking a bath is
a private moment, even among
relatives of the same family.

When the children are young,
they can take their bath together
once in a while, but for grown-
ups, it is strictly forbidden.

I remember in my childhood
that there was a man who was
scolded just because he used to
share his bath with his wife.
When the matter was brought to
the attention of the elders, | heard
that they reacted violently.

According to the elders, the
bath time remains an intimate
time for the individual; thus they
should be alone in the bathroom.
After growing up under that
African custom, | was shocked
when | was first taken to a public

bath by my host family, where |
was told that the towel should be
folded and kept on the head while
walking toward the bath.

I had never been so naked in a
public place; moreover, in front of
strangers, not to mention chil-
dren. I was not used to exhibiting
my naked body like that, and |
never heard of children seeing
adults naked in a public place.

Nevertheless, | did not rush out
of the bath, showing my embar-
rassment, in order not to seem
rude to my Japanese hosts. In-
stead, | managed to keep a towel
around my waist. Even though |
was told that | would be feeling
relaxed and refreshed after the
bath, it was obviously an embar-
rassing experience.
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Africans Spend
Way Too Much
On Funerals

Culture is supposed to be our
best guide ever, but even if | was
born and grew up in Africa, there

is still something I don’t quite
understand in my culture — the
huge amount of money spent on
funerals.

In fact, funerals in Africa have
various meanings in each com-
munity, and in general, remain
an opportunity for the parents of
the deceased to display their love
for their child, and to show their
neighbors that they have a lot of
money.

Parents invite a lot of people at
great expense to drink and to
dance, and the guests will say
that the deceased is lucky
because of the great funeral. A
generous festivity means the soul
of the deceased can rest in peace
forever, instead of wandering in
search of this missing peace.

Also, funerals wouldn’ t be
attended if there was nothing to
drink and to eat.

Funerals are a unique venue
for various people. In some west-
ern communities in Cote dlvoire,
for instance, funerals remain one
of the special opportunities to get
to meet new people, especially of
the opposite sex. Married men
and women often go to funerals
alone, so they can renew relation-
ships with former partners.
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| Like Raw
Fish As Long
AsS You Don’t
Tell Me

Until | ate sushi for the first
time, | have to admit | had never
heard of the dish.

I first encountered the word

“sushi bar” somewhere around
1990 in my favorite American
detective story. Wondering what
that meant, I looked it up in a
dictionary to find that sushi is a
famous Japanese meal. And my
curiosity had kept increasing
since then.

When | came to Japan, the
first thing | wanted to do was to
try sushi. Luckily, my Japanese
hosts, who could not guess
whether | would like sushi or
not, took me to a Japanese
restaurant to get me acquainted
with some traditional food.

Presented in front of me was a
full-course meal. Dishes | had
never seen before came one after
another. Every time they were
put on the table, my hosts asked
the same question: “How do you

like it?” All I could answer was,
“Itis good.” | remember that it
was in the middle of the last dish
when all of a sudden they asked
me: “Do you even know the name
of what you are eating now?”

I replied no. They said, “It is sushi.”
And I asked, “What is it made of?”
They just said, “It is a raw fish.”

Upon hearing that, what | was
eating suddenly turned taste-
less. Then, | immediately lost my
appetite and stopped eating in
amazement.

In a bid not to offend my hosts,
| struggled to find a good excuse,
and | said I was full, even though
I was enjoying myself with all
the food a few minutes before
that.
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