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No. 1

English Can
Be Difficult
Even for Native
Speakers
Two months after graduating

from university in the United
States, I moved to Italy and

enrolled in a TEFL (Teaching
English as a Foreign Language)
course. My classmates came from
many different countries, but we
shared a common goal: we
wanted to become English teach-
ers.

On the first day of the course,
we were given a grammar and
phonetics test. Some students
thought that this was ridiculous,
while other students looked nerv-
ous. I wasn’t too worried. After
all, English literature had always
been my favorite subject.

However, by the time I had
reached the third page, my confi-
dence had disappeared. I could
not read the phonetic alphabet,
and I had never even heard of
some of the grammar terms.

The following day, our teacher
handed us back our tests. Luckily,
I passed, but my score was noth-
ing to brag about. Nearly every-
one in the class scored poorly. The
few students who did well were
non-native speakers. By carefully
studying the language, they had
gained a solid understanding of
the ins and outs of it.

My teacher taught us our very
first lesson in English. He said,
“You are all native speakers or
fluent speakers of English, and
yet many of you could not pass
this test. You must always appre-
ciate how complex this language
is and how hard your students
are working to master it.”

I have never forgotten this les-
son.
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My Family Tree
Still Has Some
Branches Left

To Complete

“What are you?”
It was the question on the lips
of every child in my third-grade

185

class. We had just finished a
lesson on genealogy, the study of
family ancestries or history, and
our curiosity had been piqued.

I grew up in an ethnically di-
verse town on Long Island, New
York, where many residents are
first- or second-generation Ameri-
cans, and it is common for people
to speak a second language at
home.

We were a culturally mixed
group of children, but it seemed
as though we hadn’t given it
much thought until that special
lesson.

The teacher asked us to create
a “family tree” by tracing our
family roots back four genera-
tions, and filling in a tree-like dia-
gram with the name, birth date,

and birthplace of each person.
This assignment was difficult for
me because my family history
was unclear.

My ancestors came from four
countries (France, Germany, Ire-
land and Italy), and they immi-
grated to the U.S. at different
times. Some of them had even
changed their last names upon
arrival.

I was able to gather some infor-
mation for my family tree, but I
was still left with a few empty
branches. Even my eldest rela-
tives were unable to fill in the
blanks. Although I couldn’t fully
answer the “What are you?” ques-
tion, I now had the desire to learn
more about my ancestors and the
countries they came from.
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Japanese Are
Not the Only
Superstitious
People | Know

On Setsubun this Tuesday, evil
oni and bad luck will be chased
away by throwing mame-maki.

Customs and beliefs like Se-
tsubun that center on luck can be
considered superstitions. Japan
has many superstitions, such as
the number 4 being unlucky
because it sounds like the word
for death.

Superstitions are not limited to
Japan; they exist all over the
world. Many of them are about
bad luck.

For example, Brazilians believe
that if you place your purse on
the floor, your money is likely to
disappear. Superstitious Span-
iards are extra cautious when
getting dressed because putting
on a sweater inside out can bring
bad fortune. Koreans are careful
about gift giving: it’s unlucky to
give a girlfriend or boyfriend a
pair of shoes because that may

cause them to walk away from
you.

Not all superstitions focus on
bad luck. According to a Turkish
belief, if you stand between two
people with the same name,
whatever you wish for will come
true. In Venezuela, women often
think that wearing yellow under-
garments on New Year’s Eve will
guarantee them a lucky year.
Back home in the United States,
many brides are convinced that
wearing “something old, some-
thing new, something borrowed
and something blue” on their
wedding day will bless their mar-
riage.

Some people may say that
superstitions are irrational, but I
always carry my lucky key chain,
just in case!
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Valentine’s Day
Not the Same
To Italian Kids

The way in which a holiday is
celebrated differs from country to
country. For example, in the

United States, Christmas is tra-
ditionally spent with one’s family,
while in Japan, it is a romantic
day for couples. In many ways,
Christmas in Japan is similar to
Saint Valentine’s Day in the West.

In the U.S., Valentine’s Day is
a time for romance, but it is also
a special day for family members
and friends. At my elementary
school, our classmates and even
our teachers would fill our hand-
made Valentine’s Day mailboxes
with greeting cards. These cards
usually had friendly messages
written in them such as, “You're
the sweetest!”

While teaching English in Italy,
I decided to show my students
how to make Valentine’ s Day

cards. After teaching a few new
English phrases, I handed the chil-
dren some art supplies and in-
structed them to begin. I expected
everyone to be excited about this
fun project, so I was disappointed
and confused by their reluctance
to make the cards. I wondered to
myself, “Dont Italian children like
Valentine’s Day?”

A few days later, I relayed my
story to an Italian friend. He
laughed and said, “In Italy, Saint
Valentine’s Day is a romantic day
for adults only. Your students
probably thought that you were crazy!”
I'may not have been crazy, but it’s
safe to say that I made a serious
cultural faux pas that Valentine’s
Day.
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Living Abroad
OffersChances
For Unique Jobs

I once considered taking a job
as a lemon picker. I had seen a

sign advertising the position
while I was traveling in Spain. I
like to try new things, and I cer-
tainly hadn’t tried lemon pick-
ing before! In the end, I never set
off for the lemon groves, but I
have had my fair share of inter-
esting jobs since leaving the
United States.

Living abroad opens up oppor-
tunities that may not be available
in one’s home country. I have been
lucky enough to have had some
unique professional experiences
here in Japan. The most interest-
ing of these experiences has been
voice acting for video games.

Voice acting is hard work, but
it is also exciting because you can
enter a world of fantasy. I have

had the chance to play different
types of characters such as a
perky teenager, a fierce merce-
nary and an old refugee.

If T were still living in the U.S,,
it is unlikely that I would have
been hired for any of these roles.
After all, I have no formal voice
acting training and very limited
acting experience. However, it
seems that when the talent pool
is narrowed, clear diction and the
ability to have fun can be enough
to land a part.

I don’t think that I'm destined
for stardom, but its always great
to try something different. Maybe
someday Il go back to Spain and
pick lemons.
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Time Is Universal
But Views On
Punctuality

Are Not

One day I was running a little
late to meet some Japanese

friends at Ueno Station. I was
seven minutes late, to be precise.
As I was walking toward the exit,
my cellphone rang.

“Moshi, moshi. Where are you?”
my friend asked. I apologized and
began to sprint. When I arrived,
they were both standoffish. My
lateness had offended them.

Being late for an appointment
is considered irresponsible or
inconsiderate in the United
States, too. The difference be-
tween Japan and the U.S. is that
back home, we are slightly more
lenient about lateness: 17 min-
utes would raise an eyebrow, but
seven minutes could easily be
overlooked.

When I lived in Italy, I discov-
ered that Italians are even more

laid-back when it comes to punc-
tuality. I once waited for nearly
an hour for a friend to show up.
At the time, I was taken aback by
her extreme lateness, but I came
to realize that many Italians are
just more relaxed about these
types of things compared to
Americans.

Italians will aim for a meeting
time, but if they absolutely cannot
make it on time, then they won’t
allow that to spoil their mood. It
is most important that people
eventually meet and enjoy one
another’s company.

However, Japan is not Italy. So,
the day after I upset my friends,
I set my watch five minutes
ahead to try to keep myself on
“Japanese Time.”
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Why didn’t |
learn Japanese
in a Kansai-ben?

Kids growing up naturally
learn the common language of
their country, which in Canada is

English. We study French, but it
is mainly spoken in the province
of Quebec only. So I learned most
of my Japanese verbal skills by
talking in Japanese with my par-
ents.

Like most typical Japanese
fathers, my father was always
working, and I didn’t talk with
him much during my childhood.
So I learned to speak Japanese
through my mother.

However, there’s one odd thing
about my Japanese. My parents
are both from Kansai — my
mother from Osaka, my father
from Kobe —but I dont have any
Kansai accent. Even my intona-
tion for words such as hashi
(bridge) and hashi (chopsticks)
follow the Tokyo accent.

I realized that my mother spoke
to my siblings and me in hyo-
Jjungo, so I never learned to speak
Kansai-ben.

I have never asked my mother
about it, but I think she did it,
thinking we would have an
easier time if we ever worked in
Japan. I think it was the right
choice because I don’t think I
would have had the ability to
adjust from Kansai-ben to hyo-
jungo. Though it would have been
cool to be able to speak Kansai-
ben, it sounds so lively!

So I figured out the mystery
about my accent, but one mystery
I still can’t explain, is why my
mother made dark shoyu-based
udon.
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Even in Canada
I always wanted
to read manga

I have always loved comic
books. During my youth in
Toronto I ordered “Shonen Jump”
from a Japanese grocery store;
it came a month behind Japan

and cost 6 bucks (around
¥430)! I also bought American
comic books such as “Batman”
at the local convenience store.

In Canada, like most Western
countries, comic books were for
kids, and adults usually frown-
ed upon children reading them.
I was lucky that my parents
saw manga as a way of learn-
ing Japanese, so they never
discouraged me from reading
them.

As many people know, comic
books in North America tend to
be mainly humor such as “Archie”
or about superheroes such as
Spiderman, while in Japan
there are various types of
comics —from ones about sushi
to ones about robots from the
future.

One difference I saw was in

the type of struggles the heroes
went through in superhero
manga and American comic
books.

In manga, such as “Dragon Ball”
and “Saint Seiya,” the hero
trained or persevered to reach
the top or conquer mighty foes.
However, American comic
books such as “Batman” and
“The X-Men,” were about the
struggles that came with hav-
ing superpowers or being in a
superior position.

It’s fun to find bits of each
country’s culture and general
values when I read comic
books. Their styles and ways of
storytelling are very different,
but nonetheless, I find West-
ern and Japanese comic books
both entertaining and insight-
ful.
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1 used to think
that Japanese
were too small
for team sports

Compared to people from
Western countries, on average,
Japanese people are smaller and

don’t match up well physically
against Westerners.

In Canada, I thought it would
be nearly impossible for Japa-
nese, especially teams, to com-
pete in sports. I simply thought
that Japanese weren’t made for
sports.

However, when I was a youth in
Toronto, a junior high school
baseball team from Sendai came
to play some games against
teams in Toronto. I went to cheer
them on for one of their games,
even though I was expecting the
Sendai team to get blown out of
the water. I was stunned as I
watched them dominate the
Toronto all-star team.

They hit, pitched and played
defense well, but most of all, their

technique and teamwork was
clearly a cut above their oppo-
nents’. I wondered how they were
so strong.

Living in Japan, I now see how
seriously kids train for their
sports. It's the training that made
the difference. Between Japa-
nese and Canadian junior high
school kids, there still isn’t the
difference in physical strength
that is seen in adults.

This makes me appreciate how
hard the Japanese adult athletes
must train just to compete
against the world. Unfortunately
for me, I grew up in Canada with
the body of a Japanese but with-
out the work ethic — not a good
combination for playing sports in
Canada.
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I now know how
my parents must
have struggled

Having Japanese parents who
were not native Canadians

added to the challenges of grow-
ing up. I never resented it at all,
but there were times I thought I
missed out on things that a lot of
the other Canadian kids took for
granted.

My parents were not very good
at English, so I couldn’t ask them
for help when I had trouble with
my homework. When I was a
teenager, they couldn’t really help
me when I was planning for my
future or looking for a college to
go to. For Thanksgiving and
Christmas holidays, dinner at my
home never had the turkey, stuff-
ing and other fixings that I saw
everyone else having.

Now, being a foreigner in Japan,
having to find a place to live,

doing my banking, paying my
bills, and even separating the
garbage helps me appreciate the
struggles my parents must have
gone through living and raising
a family in Toronto.

When I was born, my parents
registered me in Japan so that I
could have the chance of getting
Japanese citizenship. Without
this, it would have been much
more difficult to live in Japan.

They were thinking about my
future from the time I was born,
when it was probably difficult for
them to think about their own
futures in Canada. I now realize,
I was the one who took things for
granted.
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1 would rather
not plan my fun
way in advance

Living in Japan, I have experi-
enced some differences between

life in Tokyo from life in Toronto
when it comes to schedules and
making plans.

One is how I schedule time with
friends. In Toronto, whenever I
was bored, I would call my friends
and make plans to hang out.

We would go bowling, grab a
bite to eat, or just hang out at my
place playing videogames. And it
worked vice versa as well. We
often made spontaneous plans on
the spot or for the next day.

I remember that on a few occa-
sions, my friends and I made
sudden plans to go to the amuse-
ment park, even though it was
already late in the evening.

I can’t see myself doing that

with my friends in Tokyo. Here,
am making plans for weeks or
even months ahead.

I'like playing things by ear, so I
often called friends to make plans
or invited people out sponta-
neously, but they usually hesi-
tated or declined. Nowadays, I've
stopped doing that because it
doesn’t seem to work.

Most people I've met here seem
to plan out their lives and don’t
like to deviate from it, and I'm
becoming more like that too.

Some of my most memorable
times with friends are from those
spontaneous activities. I think I'll
try being spontaneous again.

ErilcEtE ULIEWAEDERULLDIC

% =R HATESULCT. RTY
1—)UPEIBEZEIITCHE

T, WRE MOV bOERIGEWVD D
BDIENDHDF U,

—DIEFRANEBEDFEDILCHT
9, OV KRTIE FFRETDEL
DB, RAEBICEREZ U CESTETE
ZYM DD T,

MIeBEFR—=UYTToEh. 8
<fAHBANZED. ADRICTeB2 LT
TLET—LTHEAIZD LTWE U,
RHCRADRICITL ZEBHHOFEL
Jeo BIEBEFKXL ZDHED. HHL)
(FEHDZHDRIFEDEHBIZZIL e
DT,

BHOICICEREND DIZICHHHDS
I RMERANCBIFZRA, BERMCTT
{FEZIUCTECEBEELDOfes

SEIRLTVET,

RRCIE RACBEZAIEC L
ITHEFEHDFERA, T TIE #
BEEDHADR IO EZILTHDT
EE

FEOITEEE TPD I EHNHE
EDT, LFUFRAICERELTI
([CETEZIICRDELED. Az
b ULFE UL, LD ULRSIFZWLTLN
EHSIDDNDELESH T UL, &
mE. E5H5FKVEZSCHELD

T, 2oL\ D EEFPHFE U
IO HACTHEE DTEALDRFHS. &£
EDSHEZILCCWVC, Z£Ih 55N
BDDIFIFETIFFNLDTI, ZUT.
MHRDZAIFIDICE D CER U,
BANEBEERDITEPENDETTT
L TRCUIEREICE. TNEELE
WHEEDTLDBDBHDET,
(& FEWDITEERITPOTHEKD
EBOTVET,
(R:®R &)

On The Keyboard [F3HBCEICEEHENZEDD U L—TyvE—Cd, RFBDRA
T 4 TAE—N—PSGE(CREETHNEAD. BSDERICEDV kA EEER-RICD
WCEDTLEBITDFRHI T, BIFEDCD [REBHECADE] ICF. BAE
1. BBICBHINCTF A MEFEEFOHFTICLHER CIEREINTVET,

URZVIHEICHRILTTLIEEL,

HHNTD. 315515
9B, 829D

BUESES it e

ZODH T BIEE(C

Charles Shigeaki Masuda
(Fv—ILX - 5585 - #iE)

1978F 1% - hOY hEFI
MR FEAHSOEAAN. KFEE
BEMZRTEMZERLIE.
200111 BITRH. BREEEHA
DEETHREBICHBLTL
2o BEDT Z XDV HDKEF
T, BRICEFT Y MFILTHFZR
9. KiFWI3FHEl. FMEIFAKRT
REZFOTESITDHE,

playing...ear

BIET (MhiTEHE
BIC) BEZITST
&

hesitated or declined
e 5 5hdHh L

BARENE, % <

plan out
SHEZHES
deviate from
~hHZND



4 Asahi Weekly

Sunday, June 21, 2009 s 3 &E®mEYRA

N
THE
K YB ARD

By Charles Shigeaki Masuda

»
“ No. 1 2

685
Every season
brings unique
seasonal fun

One of the things I like about
Japan is the four seasons. In
Canada, we have our four sea-
sons too, but I enjoy how each

season is specialized in Japan. I
look forward to each season and
what it brings.

For starters I enjoy the differ-
ent events. In summer, there are
many fireworks festivals where
people get dressed up in yukatas
and eat watermelon and somen;
in autumn people go to see the
autumn leaves and eat the sea-
sonal foods such as mushrooms
and saury.

In winter there are displays of
breathtaking illuminations and
a variety of delicious hot-pot
dishes to enjoy. And of course in
spring there are the cherry blos-
soms and crunchy bamboo
shoots.

In Canada we tend to look for-
ward to specific events: Canada

Day in summer, Thanksgiving in
autumn, Christmas in winter,
and Easter in spring. However,
because of Canada’s diverse cul-
ture, even the celebration of these
events differs from people to
people. Few things are celebrated
as an entire country.

I have also grown to appreciate
seasonal snacks such as cherry
blossom-flavored biscuits in
spring. Snacks in Canada never
change, and the same snacks are
sold year-round.

So I look forward to the limited-
time snacks offered each season
here, such as the abundant
strawberry snacks in winter and
the pumpkin-flavored snacks in
autumn. It helps me appreciate
each unique season.
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My birthplace
is a nice place
to watch some
great tennis

Hello! Allow me to introduce
myself. My name is Chris Hard-
ing, and I work as a lecturer at

Edinburgh University, in the
United Kingdom (U.K.). I teach
Japanese and Indian history, so
I'm often in Japan doing research
and trying to improve my dodgy
Japanese.

Any tennis fans in Japan will
have heard of my birthplace:
Wimbledon. It is an area of
London famous for the Wimble-
don tennis Championships, a
major occasion every summer
in the UK. My two sisters
worked there as “ball girls” —
chasing the tennis balls around
the court and throwing them to
the players when they need
them.

It is a job with a great deal of
responsibility and you have to get
it just right. If you distract the

players while they are trying to
concentrate, they are likely to get
pretty angry!

On the other hand, if you do well
these same players can be
extremely kind. One of my sisters
managed to make friends with
Andre Agassi, and by the end of
the tournament his personal hair-
dresser was cutting my sister’s
hair. That was in the days when
Agassi had hair, of course. ...

For the audience, the big tradi-
tion is to eat strawberries and
cream. The other major tradition
of Wimbledon, of course, is for a
British player to progress a long
way in the tournament and then
finally to lose, breaking all our
hearts!
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Have a cigar:

|l just welcomed
a new baby son
into our family

No.3

I'm a daddy! After weeks spent
learning lots of new Japanese
words — all about pregnancy,
birth and child care —a tiny little
boy has arrived.

I was very glad that the doctors

here in Japan allowed me to be
in the room when he was born.

I captured on film the moment
when my son felt the cold air out-
side the womb for the first time.
He cried. I captured the moment
when he was washed and
weighed by the nurses. He cried
again. And I captured the
moment when he received his
first meal, courtesy of his
exhausted but smiling mother.
He cried.

So I now have lots of footage of
my son crying, plus I was sur-
prised that in Japan it is common
to keep a little section of the
baby’s umbilical cord in a small
wooden box. My wife says that
she still has hers somewhere,
even after 30 years. I told her that
when I was born my parents
wrapped the placenta in plastic
and used it as a decorative cush-

ion. (It’s not true.)

We will be keeping our little
boy’s cord, and unless we mistake
it one day for a rare and not-very-
tasty Japanese pickle, we will be
able to show it to him when he
grows up. It will be a reminder of
the day that he said hello to the
world, and cried and cried and
cried.
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What is unspoken
is what often
gets lost in
translation

In English we have a cliché
that “travel broadens the mind.”

Like lots of similar phrases, it
has become a cliché because it is
such a true and useful idea.

So what about actually living
in a new country for a while?
This is surely more difficult and
“pbroadens the mind” in a whole
different way.

Rather than briefly sampling
new food in India, going on an
elephant safari in Thailand or
surfing the coast of Australia,
you have to spend months find-
ing out in depth what “makes
people tick”: how they think and
feel.

In Japan I found this a big
challenge. Having sweated long
nights over my Japanese gram-
mar and kanji textbooks, I dis-
covered that speaking Japanese

is not enough! Unspoken com-
munication — ishin denshin —
is a major part of how Japanese
people deal with one another,
and to get the hang of it yet
more energy and effort is re-
quired.

It is very tiring having to guess
at how people might be feeling,
what might lie behind what they
are saying, and how I ought to
respond.

Even now, misunderstandings
with my wife —who is Japanese
— frequently end in me com-
plaining: “If that is what you
were thinking, why didn’t you
just say so?!” She says it’s not
ishin denshin; it’s just that I'm
insensitive. Hmmm ...
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2 big reasons
why driving in
Japan is safer
than the U.K

Visiting Japan this time round
I have come armed with an
International Driving License.

I’'m not brave enough to drive
in central Tokyo, but around
some smaller Japanese cities it
is a surprisingly relaxing experi-
ence to be behind the wheel. I
have realized that this is because
Japan is free of two things that
plague motoring in the U.K.:
roundabouts and road rage.

A roundabout is a small circu-
lar piece of road, with an island
in the middle, where three or
more roads from different direc-
tions meet. Drivers must join this
roundabout and drive around it
until they turn off onto a new
road to continue their journey.

You cannot stop on a round-
about, you ought not to slow
down, you should not hesitate,
and you must not change direc-
tion.

As you can imagine, new drivers
have nightmares about round-
abouts. Even more experienced
ones drive around and around
many times before they are able
to turn off successfully onto their
new road, breathing a sigh of
relief.

“Road rage” is when a driver
gets extremely stressed and
angry because of traffic or the
behavior of other drivers. It
sometimes leads to violence, but
usually just involves the use of
exceptionally vulgar language —
the kind that would make the
driver’s mother weep if she heard
it.

If you ever drive in the UK.,
beware these twin hazards and
enjoy!
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Scholastics

don’t matter in
an annual race
on the Thames

Oxford and Cambridge are the
two best-known universities in
the UK., sometimes referred to

as one single institution: “Ox-
bridge.” A great rivalry exists
between them, a bit like Waseda
and Keio in Japan. They compete
in everything from intellectual
pursuits to sport and even beer
drinking.

And then there is the annual
Oxford and Cambridge Boat
Race, which has been running
almost every year since 1829. Top
rowers from each university get
up early every morning for
months, sometimes in the freez-
ing cold, to train hard to win a
precious place on the team — a
“place in the boat,” as we say.

Then the lucky eight rowers
from each side come together
every year in springtime to battle
it out on the River Thames in

London, racing from Putney to
Mortlake in front of cheering
crowds lined up on the banks of
the river. The distance is just over
4 miles (6.43 kilometers) and
takes about 20 minutes to com-
plete.

Like many festivals in the UK.,
it is an excuse to meet up with
friends and to drink. Most people
— even Oxbridge students —
don’t worry too much about the
result. The winners simply get
“bragging rights” for a year,
which means that they can boast
about their achievement and say
rude things about the opposition.

This is especially true if one of
the boats sinks into the river,
which it occasionally does!
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My suggestion
for Japanese
culture is to
enjoy the cake

I have a sweet tooth: I can’t
resist chocolate or desserts of any
sort — especially cake! So when

I first arrived in Japan I made it
a priority to survey the cake selec-
tion at my local convenience store.

I was disappointed.

I found tiny, little rectangular
pieces of tasteless sponge encased
in thick plastic, alongside a little
paper sachet to absorb any mois-
ture —and presumably any taste
as well. As always, I rushed to
conclusions: “Japanese cakes are
terrible.”

How wrong I was! I have since
discovered Japanese cake shops,
and realized that many Japanese
people love and revere cakes
almost as much as I do. So exqui-
site are some of these Japanese
cakes —and so expensive! —that
surely they ought to be eaten
slowly, with special attention.

It seems strange, therefore, that
nothing similar to the tea cere-
mony exists for enjoying cake. I
hope the people of Japan will not
mind me suggesting this essen-
tial addition to their culture:

Kimono or hakama are op-
tional, but the room must care-
fully be prepared: candles and soft
music, free from distractions.
Place a single cake in the middle
of the table, and gently turn the
cake clockwise, two and a half
times. Raise the cake to your
mouth and take a very small bite.
Chew eight times before swallow-
ing. Continue until the cake is fin-
ished.

I'look forward to seeing the cake
ceremony catching on. Gochiso-
sama!
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1 shouldn’t
practice words
I learned

from children

When I first arrived in Japan
less than a year ago, I was faced

with the prospect of looking for
employment. I am trained as a
software engineer, but I soon dis-
covered that with limited Japa-
nese language ability, it was
difficult to find work in my spe-
cialty.

So, I set out to find something
different, and I saw an adver-
tisement for teaching English
to very young children. My job
was to teach and translate to
them basic English, but they
often spoke Japanese, and I
would learn some words from
them too.

Soon after, while sitting in a
café, I thought I would try out
something I had learned from
the children. I wanted to ask the
waiter where the toilet was, and

I thought I could use the Japa-
nese word instead of the
katakana toire. So I began by
asking which direction the
oshikko was.

The waiter looked very sur-
prised and upset, but politely
asked again what it was I said.
So I tried again, “oshikko?” He
was really shocked so I finally
just said “toire?”

It was some time later that I
realized with great embarrass-
ment what I had actually said to
that waiter. I was copying what I
had heard the children say at
school when they needed to use
the bathroom.

I am now more careful about
using the words I hear the chil-
dren say.
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I’m not Muslim
even though
I’m originally
from Iraq

Often when I tell people that I
am from Iraq, they immediately
assume that I am Muslim. Itis a

fair assumption as the majority
of the population is indeed Mus-
lim.

However, I am actually Man-
daean, a religion that most people
have never heard of. The Man-
daeans are a minority and follow-
ers of John the Baptist. They do
not practice any Islamic customs
or dress, they wear white robes
and baptize often.

It is a very old religion written
in an old language, Aramaic, and
it seems there are only a very few
followers left, around 60,000 to
70,000. It is hard to count exactly
how many people are left because
they are now living all over the
world, having escaped from war-
torn Iraq.

I have relatives in Australia,

Sweden, New Zealand, Holland,
the United Kingdom, the United
States, the United Arab Emi-
rates, France and Canada. The
reason there are so few left is
partly because it is not possible
to become Mandaean if you do
not have Mandaean parents.

No one can convert to the reli-
gion. So as times become more
difficult and the Mandaeans are
more spread out, they cannot
marry each other and have
Mandaean children. There was
often pressure from my family to
follow tradition and keep the
Mandaeans alive, which means
marrying someone Mandaean.

Well my answer to that was
that there were not so many to
choose from!
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I got a surprise
one evening
when | tried
some squid

No.5

In Sydney, Australia, where I
used to live, there are many

Japanese people and therefore
many Japanese restaurants. So
when I came to Japan, many
meals were familiar, but I
wanted to try everything that
was foreign to me.

Every time I made a trip to my
local supermarket I would pick
up something completely unfa-
miliar, and put it into my basket
while thinking that I would try
to find out what it is and how to
prepare it.

This proved to be quite chal-
lenging at times for I could read
hiragana and katakana, but
knew almost no kanji, but this
way I learned about many ingre-
dients that I have now grown to
love.

However, one such time I per-

formed my ritual of popping
something unknown into my
basket, the results were a little
unexpected.

I love squid so when I saw a
package of it marinated in some-
thing a little pink, I couldn’t
wait to try it. The pictures on
the package showed that it can
be eaten with pasta, and so
pasta it was for dinner that
night.

The first bite was interesting,
the second was a little strange
and by the third bite I suddenly
realized what it was and could
not eat anymore. Ika no shiokara
or squid marinated in its own
guts!

Next time I eat it will be with
a good bottle of sake.
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Japanese and
Middle Eastern
cultures share
similarities

No. 7

I was born in Iraq and my
entire family lineage is Iraqi.

However, when my parents left
Iraq I was very young, but as I
was growing up my parents still
tried to educate me with Iraqi
values and a Middle Eastern cul-
ture.

This has allowed me to observe
some interesting similarities and
differences between Japanese cul-
ture and my own Middle Eastern
culture.

The overriding similarity, I dis-
covered, was that both cultures
place an enormous emphasis on
respect and politeness. The
expression sumimasen in the con-
text of giving or receiving a gift
has an exact equivalent in the
Arabic language.

There are many polite words
used when speaking to a stran-

ger, an elder and when asking
something of someone. The avoid-
ance of eye contact as a sign of
modesty and respect is also prac-
ticed in the Middle East, and
furthermore, taking great care
not to put any person in a situa-
tion of discomfort.

I also find the differences inter-
esting. Arabs very often receive
people in their homes, and will
offer their guests food, drink and
even bedding for possibly many
days at a time.

And it is not uncommon for
social interaction to be limited to
only relatives, though bear in
mind that families are often very
large. I myself have more than
45 cousins; I have not even met
them all!
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Stereotypes
abound in
Australia along
with roo meat

No.1 0

As with every country, Aus-
tralia, too, seems to have its
stereotypes.

People often ask me about

kangaroos and whether they can
be seen everywhere; my answer
to that is, well, no, but they are
available in the supermarket
and make very delicious sau-
sages!

It is true. Kangaroo meat is
commonly eaten in Australia,
and while they are considered
unique animals, they are also
numerous in areas outside the
city and are pests to many farm-
ers.

Australians also speak UK.
English — not American Eng-
lish — but with a lot of Austra-
lianisms thrown in. “G'day”is a
greeting you have probably
heard, which means “Good day”
and is still often used, although
more in some areas than
others.

In my experience, living in

Sydney, the areas throughout
the city differ significantly. In
the center of Sydney, it is very
cosmopolitan and multicultural,
so these areas are considerably
less “Aussie” and more interna-
tional.

As you go farther from inner
Sydney, two things happen —
you either come across an area
that is inhabited by a group of
immigrants or an area that is
predominantly “Aussie.”

Therefore, Sydney consists of
many little cities. You can travel
as little as half an hour and be
in small towns that are Italian,
Vietnamese, Indian, Korean,
Chinese, Spanish or even Iraqi.
These areas are complete with
authentic restaurants, and
really capture the essence of
those cultures.
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Pve become like
a chameleon
from moving
around so much

No.1 2

One thing that struck me
about Japanese people is that
they are very proud of being
Japanese. They love and care
for their country and are also

very interested in it, which is
admirable.

In Australia, where I lived for
many years, it is quite rare to
find someone particularly patri-
otic. Perhaps that’s due to the fact
there is not a very strong culture
present in Australia. It is a young
country and also very multicul-
tural, and so it is difficult to
define one culture, though it is
very often referred to as the
“Lucky Country” because it is so
peaceful.

Sometimes I feel proud of
being Iraqi as I was born there
and brought up that way, but I
did not live there long enough
to develop a feeling of national-
ism.

Throughout my childhood my
family moved a lot, and I
changed schools 10 times, within
cities and between countries. In

my adult life, I have traveled
extensively. I think this has led
me to become very adaptable and
to be able to integrate into other
cultures.

I am sure that from my stay in
Japan I will keep some customs
I have learned as part of my life,
wherever I am.

As is true for other customs, I
have learned from other places,
so perhaps I am just a product of
what is nowadays called a glob-
alized world.
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