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It took me almost fi ve months before I fi rst visited Kumamoto Castle. 
It took me three months for the next fi ve visits. As luck had it, on my 
fi rst visit, I arrived at the main castle towers at around 2:10PM. Spot-
ting a tall guy in Sengoku period full armor putting up a small signage, I 
went over to read it. Um? Seems like a performance of some sorts is go-
ing to start at 2:30PM. Joining a few people sitting down on the pebbled 
ground right outside a demarcated area for the performance, I waited. 

Shortly before 2:30PM, three performers, each in their own Sengoku period 
armor, came to prepare the “stage,” raking in the pebbles fl at and doing a 
mic test while welcoming the audience for the day. After a few precautions 
for possibilities of fl ying pebbles (“Please dodge or catch them”) and some 
reminders for social distancing and mask-wearing, the performance began.

VA N E S S A  V E R O N I C A

P H OT O  1 :  K U M A M OT O  C A S T L E .

THE SWORD-WIELDING, FRIENDLY
RESIDENTS OF KUMAMOTO CASTLE
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It was my fi rst time watching such a performance: a mix of 
dance and sword-wielding, of history and the modern. Each 
one of the performers represents an actual historical fi gure 
form Sengoku period Kyushu, and they are called “Kuma-
moto-jo Omotenashi Bushoutai.” My eyes were glued to the 
performance throughout, and I found out more as I followed 
their social media accounts on Instagram and Facebook.

Kumamoto-jo Omotenashi Bushoutai does promotional 
activities for Kumamoto, appearing in events, featuring 
local products on their social media accounts, as well as 
other entertaining videos (dancing, trying to beckon 
a cat over, etc.) They have a performance twice a day. 
The fi rst one at 11:30AM is at Sakura-no-Baba Josaien, a 
tourism facility next to the castle that is publicly acces-
sible for free. The second one is at 2:30PM front of the 
main castle towers, for which one needs a ticket (800 
yen for one ticket, or 1,600 yen for the personally high-
ly-recommended annual pass). Also, since the fi gures 
they are based on are from all over Kyushu, they oc-
casionally appear at events in other prefectures, too!

The second time I came over to watch their performance 
was at a night event in March, where I got up and inside 
the main castle towers afterwards, a rare experience as 
it usually closes before dark! The next day was the start 
of a two-day event caled Sengoku Park, in which 12 oth-
er historical performing groups from all over Japan came 
over to Kumamoto Castle. It was like a musical festi-
val, but with samurai and princesses! Sengoku Park was 
started as an eff ort to promote the restoration of the 
castle after the earthquakes in 2016. Sengoku Park 2022 
marked both the fi rst Sengoku Park in three years (due 
to COVID-19), as well as the last Senhgoku Park, since the 
main castle towers are now restored and open to the public.

[ F R O M  T O P]  P H OT O  2 :  F I R S T  E N CO U N T E R  W I T H  B U S H O U TA I

“...such a performance: 
a mix of dance and 

sword-wielding, 
of history 

and the modern.”

P H OT O  3 :  R A R E  C H A N C E  T O  V I S I T  T H E  C A S T L E  AT  N I G H T.
P H OT O  4 :  S E N G O K U  PA R K ,  2022 .
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There are 10 members, nine samurai and a princess. (At the time of writing, 
there are currently only eight samurai and they are recruiting, if anyone’s 
up for it!) the main character, if any, would defi nitely be Kato Kiyomasa, the 
builder of Kumamoto Castle and lord of Higo (Kumamoto), who has been 
played by the same performer for ten years of the Bushoutai existence. Also 
featured are Hosokawa Tadaoki from the Kumamoto Castle ruling clan of 
Hosokawa and lord of Kokura, Konishi

when 
you 
read 
stories
about your friendly neighbors from Kuma-
moto Castle! If you are in the area, I highly 
recommend having a look, for fun, for pho-
to ops, and for stories to share back home!

P H OT O  5 :  T H E  C A S T L E ,  T H E  C A S T L E  B U I L D E R ,  S A K U R A ,  A N D  M E .

Yukinaga, lord of southern Higo, Shima-
zu Yoshihiro, the skillful general from 
Kagoshima, Kuroda Kanbei, lord of 
Chikuzen (now part of Fukuoka) and 
Omura Yoshiaki, lord of Omura in Na-
gasaki. There is also Nanjo Motokiyo, a 
retainer of Konishi Yukinaga, and Iida 
Kaubei, a retainer of the Kato family, 
and Yaso-hime, daughter of Kato Kiy-
omasa and daughter-in-law of Tokuga-
wa Ieyasu. At the end of March 2022, 
the performer of Iida Kakubei retired 
from the group, and in May 2022, a 
new member debuted. While normally 
only 3-2 appear on any single perfor-
mance, on this special day, a complete 
Kumamoto-jo Omotenashi Bushoutai 
could be seen performing together.
Ever since I followed them on social 
media, I fi nd it a lot easier to remem-
ber details and understand who’s who 
when I read up on Sengoku period his-
tory. After all, it’s a lot more relatable

  [ L E F T ]  P H OT O  6 : 

  T H E  W H O L E  T E A M  O U T  F O R  T H E  D E B U T O F  A  N E W 

  M E M B E R !

  [ B E LO W }  P H OT O  7 : 

  CO L L E C T I N G  K U M A M OT O  S TA M P S  A N D  P H OT O S 

 W I T H  K U M A M OT O  O M OT E N A S H I  B U S H O U TA I .
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It doesn’t take long after you meet me to learn that I’m a bird enthusiast. A bird nerd, 
if you will. I got into bird watching in 2016 and have kept up the hobby here 
in Japan.  My godfather got me into both bird watching and photography. 
He also researched birdwatching spots once I moved here which inspired my 
journey south. I myself have gotten so engrossed in the hobby that I brought 
not one, but two Japan bird guide books along with me when I made the 
big move. (I also brought binoculars and a tripod for my camera, but let’s not brag
about the packing space I wasted.) I have been so blessed with the 
amount and variety of birds that I’ve found in this country. I’ve spotted over 
fi fty diff erent species in the eight months I’ve lived here so far.  It is im-
portant to note that birds are huge symbols throughout Japan, wheth-
er it be in folklore, art, silk designs, religious iconography, or the classic origami 
crane. This country embraces its history with birds and celebrates their presence 
here, so birding is a unique and very appropriate way to experi-
ence your time in Japan. It gives me great joy to fi nd birds on my morn-
ing bicycle ride to work as well as my journeys around the country.

LIBBY RICHMOND

CRANES OF
 IZUMI



When I learned from my godfather that I lived close to a popular birding spot, I 
couldn’t help but plan a trip. Izumi in Kagoshima is internationally famous as a breed-
ing ground for cranes. While the iconic red crowned cranes can only be spotted in 
Hokkaido, Izumi is home to thousands of cranes during the winter and early spring 
months. Over 10,000 cranes inhabit the town from November to March every year. 
Many of them come from northern mainland Asia and Russia to winter in this warmer 
spot. They make use of the fields to find food and also breed and raise young. Many 
farmers in Izumi receive  subsidies for leaving fields fallow in winter to accommo-
date the cranes. One can make the journey to Izumi from Kumamoto by train, but 
I was f o r t u n a t e 
enough to have a 
f r i e n d with a car 
t h a t was willing 
to join me for my 
u n i q u e v a c a t i o n . 
T h i s friend, Rae 
M a p e , e v e n 
m a d e it a point 
for us to stop by 
s o m e of the fa-
m o u s s h r i n e s 
in the area that 
c e l e - brate the 
cranes . We went to 
S a t s u - makunin i -
nomiya K a s h i k u r i 
S h r i n e and Ha-
k o z a - ki Hachi-
m a n S h r i n e , 
b o t h filled with 
s t a t - ues and 
o t h e r depictions 
of the b e a u t i f u l 
b i r d s . H a k o z a -
ki Ha- c h i m a n 
S h r i n e is also 
f a - mous for 
h a v - ing the 
la rges t (and the 
s m a l l - est) shrine 
bell in Japan. As 
you can see, even 
the fa- mous bell 
at Ha- kozaki Ha-
ch iman has cranes 
e t c h e d into it, 
showing the significance and celebration of the birds in town. Both are wonderful 
and worth a visit, especially if you are working on filling up a goshuinchō (御朱印帳) or 
shrine stamp book, like Rae and I. If you find yourself here at the beginning of your 
stamp collecting journey, you can even pick up the beautiful gold book from Ha-
kozaki Hachiman like me, which of course showcases the bell and a pair of cranes.
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Getting back to the main attraction, the cranes can be seen all over town, fl ying or hanging 
out in fi elds. But, if you want to experience the giant fl ock and learn a bit about them, you 
should head over to the Izumi Crane Observation Center. Once you arrive, you can’t miss the 
sheer number of birds with their calls reverberating through the air. For reference, the hoard 
of fl ying monkeys in The Wizard of Oz were voiced by American Sandhill Cranes. There is 
a little museum inside and an observation platform on top. The people who work there are 
very enthusiastic and helped point out one of the rarer birds to me. While there, I spotted fi ve 
diff erent species of cranes. This is crazy! That doesn’t happen anywhere else in the world. 
There are 15 species of cranes worldwide and you can fi nd a third of them here in Kyushu!

The fi ve species:

● Sandhill 
      Crane 
(カナダヅル)

● Siberian 
     Crane 
(ソデグロヅル)

The Siberian Crane is an endangered species and I felt incredibly lucky to spot one on this 
trip. If you’re especially lucky, you may spot a couple other species that sometimes make 
their way over. While you explore the grounds, you might notice that most cranes travel in 
pairs or groups of three or four. These are family groups. They will be a mating pair and 
one or two off spring. They will feed and fl y together in those groups, but mix with the gi-
ant fl ock of thousands. If you’re crazy like me, you can get to the center at dawn to see 
volunteers feeding them fi sh and grains and witness the fl ock fl ying around in formation.
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● Hooded Crane
       (ナベヅル)

● Common Crane
       (クロヅル)

● White-naped 
          Crane
   (マナヅル)
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I truly thought this was a magical experience.   I had never seen such a mass of any 
living thing (aside from people), let alone giant birds. The numbers were astounding, 
seconded only by their raucous throaty calls. I also loved the joy from fellow birders that 
joined me from around Japan on my early morning visit. Even though I’m still learning 
the language, I was able to share my love of birds with those around me. We could point 
out birds that were getting closer or unique behaviors they were displaying. And some 
of my new friends wanted to show off  the amazing pictures they were able to capture. 
Whatever your hobby may be, I hope you also have the opportunity to share your 
love of it with those around you.It makes your time here that much more meaningful.

Lastly, I want to leave you with a love for birding and an appreciation of spring. 
Sakura season was wonderful this year and gave us many opportunities to admire 
the famous blooms. I was lucky enough to spot this little Japanese White-Eye feed-
ing on nectar. Keep your eyes open because you never know what you may spot!
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My Japanese professor loved the phrase 波乱万丈: Stormy and full of drama. A lonely boat 
braving the stormy seas traverses all levels of waves. Sometimes you get a high wave and 
sometimes you get a low one, but there’s always some sort of turbulence. While most of my 
classmates at the time would disagree, he insisted that life was better lived with ups and 
downs. While I thoughtlessly agreed at the time, it’s only now that I truly fi nd myself in the 
shoes of my professor. Everybody falls on hard times, that’s just life. Some lead more peace-
ful lives than others but I’d argue purely based on personal experience that whether you’re 
a future JET candidate, or a current one, our lives are like the stormy seas: full of drama.

Roughly 2 years ago, my girlfriend returned to Japan, and we had been separated by 
the vast seas of planet earth. Turbulent waves of both pandemic and panic now sweep-
ing the globe, the international borders offi  cially closed off  to foreigners. My partner and 
I wanted to live together after I graduated but getting in was, to put it mildly, a challenge. 
I graduated in 2020 in June and planned to apply for JET the following fall. I had done 
my research, and if I wanted to live together with my partner, I wanted the best pay and 
benefi ts of all dispatch companies, which JET off ered. I spent hours writing my SOP, ed-
iting, and proofreading just to start from scratch because I wasn’t satisfi ed. Eventually I 
fi nished and moved on to other parts of my application. I had everything in order weeks 
in advance except for my transcript. You see, JET required a scanned copy of an offi  cial 
physical transcript at the time of my application, which, according to the registrar’s offi  ce 
at York, was utterly impossible at the time. I sent an email to both parties, informing them 
of the circumstances, but JET was hardly willing to budge. There’s a whole can of worms 
here, but long story short, I was able to get two copies of my physical transcript sent out: 
one to my house and one to the JET desk in Ottawa. Except due to an autofi ll error on the 
side of the registrar’s offi  ce the transcript that was originally supposed to be sent to my 
house was sent to Pennsylvania of all places. For once in my life, my insurance paid off .

A JET’S LIFE IS FULL OF DRAMA

S E B A S T I A N  P R U S
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After spending so much time and care on my application, I was confi -
dent that I would be moving on to the interview. I was right. I started to
prepare for the interview right away. I had two friends who also ap-
plied to JET, despite there being only a limited number of positions 
available, I wanted us all to succeed. I looked up every single 
reddit thread I could fi nd, and even ended up stumbling upon a document with a 
whopping 112 questions that other JET Candidates have been asked. Of course, 
I wasn’t going to prepare answers for every single question but for future JET can-
didates reading this, if you really want to prepare for the interview, it’s out there.

The day of the interview, I’m 
nervous but things go fi ne 
for the most part. However 
one question really stood out 
to me during the interview: 

Would you like to Join AJET?

First, I had no idea what the 
AJET group was. After the 
interview I found out It’s 
a peer sup- port group for 
current JETs for various is-
sues such as mental health, 
w o r k p l a c e re lat ionsh ips . 
Instead of saying that I’d 
have to think about it after 
being on the program for a 
bit, I should have asked 
what it was. Because at the 
end of the in- terview I asked 
what the ide- al candidate 
was, and the i n t e r v i e w e r s 
said some- one who cares 
about their fellow JETs. Man 
did I ever regret saying 
that. With a couple oth-
er mistakes, I got notifi ed of being placed on the alternate list.I was ut-
terly dejected. Being stuck in alternate limbo for JET is like 
playing roulette and putting it all on green, but the ball just keeps rolling and roll-
ing. The days passed, the ball went round and round like the sun around the earth. 
We as people tend to lose consciousness of our routines and habits. Like how 
brushing one’s teeth fi rst thing in the morning takes as much mental eff ort as na-
sal breathing. It eventually just becomes a part of us, and so round and round it 
went, the roulette of fate looming distantly above, and in the back of my mind.
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A few weeks following my good news, the omicron variant swept the world stage, and my 
departure was delayed, but I had more time for my fi nal assignments. Up and down I went on 
the rollercoaster of emotions until my fi nal departure date came. I thought my troubles had 
ended, but fate had a couple of extra surprises in store. After a (personally) nerve-wrecking 
fl ight I’m faced with a gauntlet of immigration procedures with my fellow JETs. I still can’t be-
lieve I waited in lines for 3 hours just to spit in a tube, and then another hour in the waiting room.
 It was a room with at least 70 other people, all more tired than the next. A little kid play-
ing with whatever he could fi nd, and two mildly annoyed parents sat in front of me. The 
room barely stirred with voices here and there, which made it all the more painfully ob-
vious that the kid was crying もうヤダああ、帰りたい for his parents to hear. Nobody else 
said anything, but I’m sure that for the other 60 unspoken adults in the room, their com-
plaints had surely channeled into the voice of an 8 year old Japanese boy at his wits’ 
end. We were all ecstatic to get to our hotel rooms and sleep after an hour-long bus ride.

I had to make a backup plan to get into Japan and make plans for fi nding a new job in Japan 
as soon as possible since the compensation for other ALT jobs in Japan are meager. I took 
online college courses for technical writing and started working at the liquor store near my 
house. God, I hate working retail. It’s the tail end of October, and I’ve resigned myself. I’ve 
got another ALT gig lined up and I’m knee deep in my courses. Most upgrades would have 
most likely happened by August. According to my research, getting upgraded after August 
is exceedingly rare as it’s the cutoff  for most upgrades. Due to Covid everything is delayed 
including the JET application cycle so I started my application for 2021. The moment I take 
a break from my application to see my emails there it is. From the JET toronto supervisor: 
Subject: Off er of Upgrade from Alternate Short-List to Final Short-List. The absolute latest 
an upgrade can happen is December, meaning I got upgraded nearly a month and a half 
before the absolute cutoff , and nearly two months after the usual upgrade cutoff  line. In 
that moment the roulette ball in my mind drawing round and round in the bowl, fi nally fell 
into the wheelhead, and it clicked. I got upgraded. Against all the odds, I got upgraded.

13
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It’s getting a bit long winded so I’ll curb the recount of events 
here. But the fact that I can look back at all this and live to tell the tale makes me think it was 
all worth it. My professor’s words came to mind, and, after thinking for a bit I realized: You 
never forget your fi rsts, the worsts, the bests. A life of ups and downs is one to remember, 
and it all happened because I just so happened to want to be a JET. If you’re reading this 
you might be thinking of applying for the JET program, or you might already be on it. Either 
way I’d like to think that the type of people who enjoy the turbulent life are exactly the type 
of people suited for JET. Even if you’re someone with tame hobbies like me. So for anyone 
who’s reading this and thinking of going through the trouble of applying for the program, I 
say go for it. Your situation might be worse than mine, and a life in your home country might 
be ‘just right’ but I promise you that taking a risk and joining the JET program is worth it.

My girlfriend off ered to drive me for the fi rst couple of days 
to work since I wasn’t yet used to the driving laws in Japan. 
The next morning we get into the rental car and make our 
way to the intersection. It’s a red light. As we’re waiting for 
the light to go green, all of a sudden, our world is pushed 
forward, and we fall back into place like Jello settling after 
being placed down on a table. Really? It’s been three days 
since we started driving and someone hit my car from be-
hind? I was pissed. I get out to confront the guy, and the 
oldest person I’ve ever seen drive a car comes out from the 
open door of a Honda N box. He was at least over 80 years 
old. He seemed really sorry about the whole thing and in 
fact, he was. The next day I get a call from his son, and 
apparently he wants to apologize in person. Which is really 
weird since he seemed apologetic at the time of the accident. 
He actually brought a castella: a sponge cake, and not the 
cheap stuff  either. I was utterly taken aback. Back in Can-
ada I’d never get an apology gift from the guy who hit me.

“A life in your home 
country might be ‘just 

right’ but I promise you 
that taking a risk...

is worth it.”

After three days at the Keio Plaza hotel, I was fi nally on my way to my place-
ment. Landing at the Kumamoto airport, I was greeted by a stuff ed Kumamon on 

the luggage conveyor belt and a 
personalized welcome sign made 
by my cohorts. I hadn’t yet arrived 
at my place but I started to feel 
like I could call this place home.
My supervisor takes me to my place, 
and helps me get set up over the next 
couple of days. One of the things I 
needed was a car. I can’t say I’m a fan 
of driving in general but I thought it 
would be a good idea to take my su-
pervisor up on his recommendation.

The next day I picked up my girlfriend from Fukuoka Airport. I thought that after two 
long years we’d have this dramatic reunion where we jump into each other’s arms and 
kiss, but no, it was a lot more like what I imagine my mom felt when I came back from 
a two-week overnight summer camp when I was 12. All of 
that waiting was just in the past, and looking back at it felt 
like I was watching the fl ight of a single speeding arrow.
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In all fairness, I was thoroughly warned. But in my defense, how bad could 
“reverse culture-shock” be, especially when compared to the real thing?

D A M O N  C H R I S T E N S E N

IMPRESSIONS FROM AMERICA

When it came, it was fast and strong.

AMERICAN AIRLINES, NARITA

The captain introducted himself in a Texas drawl as a stout, towheaded and mask-
less (!) fl ight attendent made his way down the aisle, twirling a covid mask aound 
this fi nger and happily announcing that no, we didn’t need to wear masks any-
more, due to last week’s Supreme Court announcement. Other passengers sighed 
in relief and doff ed their masks. Some of us kept them on, perhaps shocked as 
I was. Wait, that’s allowed? My seat neighbor spoke briefl y to me, noticing my 
confusion as we swapped pleasantries in familiar American English. I guess 
that’s another thing about Americans - apparently we just...talk at each other.

And talk we do. Christ, I lost count of all of the simple, meaningless and vapid 
conversations I had with strangers over my two and a half week sojourn home. 
And it was delightful. I breathed freely, drinking it in - ironic, given the now mil-
lion-plus death toll from a respiratory virus. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
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Really just a Sunday commute to an American, but an epic journey across 
Kyushu for us. Mom, who works for the Dept. of Transportation, drives more 
than this in a normal shift of work. Billboards gleefully ask me if I know where 
I’ll go when I die. Antidepression meds and stimulants advertised on the radio.

Shit, Docomo SIM-locked this secondhand phone I got from a GEO; guess 
I have a glorifi ed iPod Touch for as long as I’m home. I’m glad for it – be-
ing hashtag MTV unplugged in public is a blessing since I can’t retreat 
into the safe predictability of SNS (note to self: Nobody says “SNS” here).

Instead I drink it in. I keep my eyes open. Over the coming days of jet-
lagged haze, I feel a little Attenborough-in-the-bushes. Alcohol helps. I wish 
I could tell you the single watershed moment when I fi nally erupted from 
my pseudo-Japanese shell and rejoined the unwashed sea of American 
humanity, but it just sort of happened. Coming home was easy for me.

“Here’s a razor-sharp insight 
for you: apparently, Japan is a 

diff erent country, and home has 
changed since we’ve been gone.”

TOUCHDOWN, FORTH WORTH | TRANSFER, NASHVILLE

Tearful reunion with family. Even then, I was the only one masked, 
and my family, diehard liberals, are some of the last maskers in 
our red state. Noticing my confusion – well, we’re outside! We nev-
er mask outside! Here’s a razor-sharp insight for you: apparently, Ja-
pan is a diff erent country, and home has changed since we’ve been gone.

2.5 HOUR DRIVE TO KNOXVILLE

“It just sort of happened.
Coming home was easy for me.”

2.5 HOUR DRIVE TO KNOXVILLE
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Don’t get me wrong – I love Japanese food. I’d kill a man for a good tsukemen 
bowl and sushi is always welcome, but having proper representations of food from 
across the world – preferably at least semi-authentic stuff  from someone vague-
ly acquainted with the culture in question – is something I decided I need in my life. It’s 
hard to fi nd in Kumamoto – La Catrina and Namaste come to mind, but you have to 
go all the way to Tokyo for good Ethiopian food, and real authentic (read: less Amer-
icanized) cuisine does exist back home, but only if you’re willing to search for it.

Meanwhile in Japan, there seem to be an embarrassing amount of overpriced restaurants aping 
a Mexican or Italian aesthetic that wouldn’t hold a candle to a Taco Bell or Olive Garden. Maybe 
I’m just being bitter, but a society as diverse as the US has some pretty incredible culinary benefi ts.

“Variety really is 
something we Americans 

take for granted.”

Smarter folks than me have waxed long 
about reconciling their divergent iden-
tities after living years abroad. Who 
are they abroad, and who are they at 
home? You really don’t know until you 
return, and I didn’t know what to expect. 
Turns out I still like alcohol and food.
And don’t get me started on the gus-
tatory scene in my podunk little Knox-
ville, Tennessee. It fucking rules, dude. 
Maybe this is a facet of all American 
cities of a certain size, but the sheer 
variety was staggering. Barbecue and 
Greek gyros and Tex-Mex fried tacos 
and eggs Benedict, calzones and Waffl  e 

House hashbrowns, General Tso’s, pizza, pho, 
Pad Thai, queso-covered burgers, sourdough 
bread, Russian-Jewish lox-on-bagel delicacies 
I don’t even have the vocabulary for, intermi-
nable fusions of all of the above and more, 
and the fried pickles. Oh god...Variety really 
is something we Americans take for granted.

[ A B OV E ]  Q U E S O B U R G E R . 
P H OT O  BY  D A M O N  C H R I S T E N S E N .

[ R I G H T ]  LOX .
 P H OT O  BY  D A M O N  C H R I S T E N S E N .
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I swear I’m not just obsessed with grub. Alcohol also has a dear place in my heart. The 
trend in the States right now is upscale cocktail bars that charge $15 for a massive and deli-
cious and incred- ibly strong 
beverage. You try a new one 
each time you go, pretending 
you understand the list of 
ingredients list- ed on the 
menu while sit- ting on the 
patio and shar- ing stories 
over a cigarette with the 
folks you missed back home. 
Speaking of pa- tios? Ev-
erywhere has an o u t d o o r 
seating option now, some-
thing I miss dear- ly but sadly 
seems unlikely to pop up 
in space-con- s t r a i n e d 
Japan. But the most strik-
ing diff erence of all was 
simply how seen I felt. To 
be clear, I feel stared at 
a lot in Japan, but somewhat rarely seen. Living in Japan was my fi rst experi-
ence as a racialized other, and returning to America and being seen not as a 外国
人, but just like, some dude, felt much more comforting than I’d expected it to be.

I think moving across the planet, staying for almost three years and then returning home for 
two weeks is bound to make anybody annoyingly philosophical, craving the sound of their own 
voice and conferring a sort of false sense of qualifi cation to speak on topics like this. Admit-
tedly predisposed to navel-gazing as I am, I was surprised at how strange this ride has been. 
Add in the once-in-a-century pandemic and you’ve got yourself a recipe for a great book – 
well, if not a great book, then at least an okayish-article in the Yoka. Thank you for reading it ;)

“But the most striking diff erence 
of all was simply how seen I felt...
not as a 外国人, but just like, some 
dude, felt much more comforting 

than I’d expected it to be.”

S O U R D O U G H .  P H OT O  BY  D A M O N  C H R I S T E N S E N .
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Fresh from the blazing heat of the 
African sun, we South African ALTs 
are in a grapple with the change of 
environment, but more important-
ly change of season. Leaving the
scorching heat and what seemed 
to be the tipping down of a heavy 
rainfall season; I fi nd myself back 
into spring as I make my way 
to a small town called Amaku-
sa, in Kumamoto Prefecture.

T H A B I S O  M O L A P I S I
FOREIGN SPRING

Spring here is quite weird, a lot cold-
er than home, with a tease of the hu-
midity that is yet to come. The fi rst 
two weeks of spring here is like a cel-
ebration: a celebration of the bloom-
ing of the sakura trees, also known 
as cherry blossom trees across the 
world, that gives joy to the citiziens of 
Kumamoto and Japan in its entirety.
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It is like a festival, although it has no spe-
cifi c date or day, just a periodic moment to 
see cities, small towns and villages bloom 
into white and pink petals. For two weeks, 
sometimes tree in its blossoms, before the 
spring wind gust through the trees, leav-
ing nothing but an imprint of what was; 
coff ee shops created drinks in its honour, 
restaurants name meals after it, there are 
decorations and food markets, while peo-
ple come out in their numbers for the sim-
plicitiy that needs more than a camera to 
capture; one needs to see and actually ex-
perience it to understand the signifi cance 
of this said cultural atmosphere. It can be 
hard to believe that something as simple as 
the blooming of a tree can bring so much 
joy and excitement, but really it’s reality. 
People come out to enjoy what is called 
“hanami,” packed with picnic baskets, pets, 
family and friends and a camera in hand.

The blooming of the cherry blossom tree 
is said to symbolise human life, “transience 
and nobleness.” Some say it also repere-
sents “pleasantness, goodness, sweetness 
of life” and with that a powerful fortune that 
can be worth living. For me as a fi rst-time 
experiencer, I found that the meaning and 
what it represented to me was much more 
than nobility. Although not a native Japa-
nese nor trying to change what has been 
written in history, I think the cherry blos-
som season also sets as a reminder that 
we need to appreciate the small things and 
those around us before they are gone. As 
cliche as that sounds, the cherry blossom 
trees nudges to the fact that everything we 
have and love or everything we might take 
for granted doesn’t have time nor does 
someone’s kindness, thoughtfulness, care 
or presence. Everything has an expiration 
date, regardless of how or when it expires. 
The things we hold dearly or maybe not so 
dearly, might be beautiful, but it doesn’t al-
ways have the promise of longevity. Just a 
glimpse of beauty and heart-warming sat-
isfaction. Simple yet periodically blissful.
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A Z A L E A S  I N  K U J U .  P H OT O  BY  A L I S O N  G AY LO R D.



[ A B OV E ]  V I E W  F R O M  K U J I -S A N .
[ B E LO W ]  YA M A Z A K U R A  I N  O I TA  P R E F E C T U R E .

P H OT O S  BY  A L I S O N  G AY LO R D.
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[ L E F T ]
W H E AT  F I E L D S
 I N  K U M A M OT O 
C I T Y.
P H OT O  BY 
A L I S O N  G AY LO R D.

[ B E LO W ]
P H OT O  BY 
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I’ve started the day just like most days, though I do wonder why the air feels a bit lighter 
and the sun a bit brighter this particular morning. Rather, I would wonder such a thing had 
I the capacity to do so. Although my mind has developed rapidly, and my memory has im-
proved by leaps and bounds in the past 15 minutes, I haven’t quite fully grasped the ability 
to wonder. I’ve got nothing on the agenda today, excluding the occasional chomp on a leaf 
or something of the sort. I sense the hydrangeas nearby have recently bloomed, and while 
the journey might take a sizable bipedal creature around thirty seconds, this endeavor could 
easily consume my entire day. I’m not entirely capable of forming a plan, but I set out with 
a gut feeling that pulls me towards the lush and fecund bushes lining the river. It’s a sim-
ple life: I am compelled by nature herself and rarely do I chance upon a thought beyond 
the immediate experience; only in my late-night musings do I fi nd myself…truly expressive.

As I’ve recently sought refuge behind a sickeningly yellow and carcass-fi lled light adjacent 
to an apartment door, I’ve experienced an excess of time and—for the fi rst time—I’ve been 
able to lay my fears to rest and exist as a soul within a creature, rather than a creature 
with a latent soul. As I have no room for possibilities in my experiencing of life, I am sure no 
heavenly being would endow animals such as dogs a soul and would then neglect to do the 
same for the 10,000,000,000,000,000,000 of insects roaming this Earth. Somehow the un-
fortunate fl ies and fellow beetles who sought the light a bit too rapaciously bring me com-
fort in my solitude: alone I sit, surveying my kingdom atop my throne built of the bodies of 
those who could not achieve what I so easily came upon. I sense that I have been chosen, 
or better, perhaps, born for the role I play in the LeoPalace ecosystem. Truly, I am blessed; 
humbly, I take my throne. I wear this crown without a doubt in my heart it is rightfully mine.

J U L I A  N E E LY

THE DAILY LIFE OF THE GIANT BEETLE: 
LEOPALACE SHOWDOWN

I’ve taken up reading lately, although I’m not sure to what extent it has benefi tted me in this 
new, enlightened form. Blake says that the road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom, 
and yet we’ve all surely heard that with much wisdom comes much sorrow. As the sover-
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I’ve started the day just like most days, though I do wonder why the air feels a bit lighter 



A rather unkept, pollen-covered Nissan Moco shudders to a stop in eff orts to not plow through 
the bevy of unhelmeted lads cycling across the bridge. She frowns and talks at the boys through 
her closed window, and they pay her no mind. Behind the doors of your vehicle one is safe to 
mutter just about anything, but I wonder if she’d have the courage to confront another without 
the layer of tinted glass to protect her. The Moco slips across the bridge, and I follow it. Un-
derneath the alarming amount of layers of dust and pollen on the car, I perceive a dark and 
glittering purple that entices me out of my state of apathy. The Moco is fast, but the thrill of the 
chase has riled my spirits and ignited my soul once more. This Moco shall fall under my domain 
one way or another. It simply must, no matter the cost. The life of a beetle is short, so one must 
follow every impulse and compulsion as though it were the last. As I fl y in the direction of the 
vehicle, I have yet another realization: I am plotting against the driver of the Moco. I now am 
capable of creating and executing semi-long-term places. Yes…this is rather excellent. While this 
pleases me greatly, I have not the time for pleasure anymore. I must eliminate the woman who 
threatens to, at any moment, relocate the future prized gem to be set in my metaphorical crown.
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I lose track of time as I sit, watching the very door I made my humble beginnings beside not so 
long ago. Fate has surely brought us to your—our…no…my—doorstep, wretched woman, and I 
am practically salivating at the thought of our inevitable showdown. Every footstep—and, I will 
say, they come far and few between, as she seems to be rather sedentary behind these walls—
excites me beyond compare. I rack my brain of all potential plans of action, settling on the tried 
and true beetle blitz: a bulletproof plan, a direct assault aimed straight for the eyes. Hours seem 
to pass but I remain vigilant, smugly sitting atop the Moco as I wait to claim it as my own. Finally, 
after the sun has long set, she steps out of her home with her keys in hand. Now is my time to strike.
The woman walks halfway to me, and then turns around, as she has seemingly forgotten the 
small button that allows her to enter the Moco. I fi nd this to be my perfect chance. I shoot 
out from behind the mirror of the Moco and race my way towards her head. She hears me 
coming, and I sense her tense as she glances around, attempting to locate the source of 
the buzzing noise fast approaching her. She is too slow, and I make contact with her hair as 
she jolts about, throwing her hands haphazardly in eff orts to prevent my deadly attack. She 
stumbles in her uncontrolled terror, and I am so pleased in this moment I gain the ability to 
smirk. Unfortunately, in her indiscriminate swiping of the air she catches a leg and throws me 
aside, and as I recover she sprints off  into the parking lot. Pathetic and expected. With the 
injury I have just sustained, I believe it best to land on the ground and rest before my next 
attempted assault, though. I let her tend to her bruised ego and racing heart for a moment, 
and then I’m off  again. She is standing behind my Moco, digging through a bag as I crawl 
in her direction, hoping the lack of sound will not alert her to my location. She brandishes 
a newspaper and begins to survey the area, surely looking for the perpetrator of the fi rst 
attack. She slowly walks towards my doorstep and I can already taste my perfect victory.

eign of my land I understand Solomon and his woes. This excess of time and comfort has 
lead me to confront many things as of late. Upon the realization of my consciousness, I’ve 
learned that, despite the research suggesting us insects feel no emotions, I have a rath-
er wide range of feelings that I might display throughout the day. Pride, rage, contempt, 
smugness—I fi nd myself expressing new feelings practically every minute these days. I have, 
however, become aware of something that is as of yet unfamiliar to me. Cruelty, it seems, 
strikes my heart more often, and I’ve caught wind of a rather sadistic streak in my inclina-
tions, or a propensity to evil if I can borrow the term. As I so far cannot conceive of wor-
ry, this does not aff ect me, and as I fi nish my last bite of the hydrangea leaf, I realize this: 
I have become apathetic to the monotony of the daily life of a beetle. And then, I see her.

“The life of a beetle is short, so one must 
follow every impulse and compulsion as 

though it were the last...This Moco shall fall 
under my domain one way or another.”
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The audacity of such a creature, to assail me in front of my own home. Normally, I’d give up 
and walk to 7/11, for fear of being touched by the wretched thing, but something about this 
insolent scumbag of a beetle is practically begging me to end its life. I’ve two plans: if it takes 
fl ight, the local newspaper will swiftly end its journey, and hopefully its time on this good Earth. 
If I catch it attempting to abscond away on foot, I’ll chance a wash of my sneakers if it means 
I might have the satisfaction of stomping the life out of my attacker. Only a pathetic, spineless 
creature entirely lacking of a soul would charge upon a woman without giving her the chance 
to fi ght back. Never have I met such a large and demented beetle, and yet something about 
this altercation feels exceptionally…personal. Curious, how one can so easily go from wanting 
a bottle of soda to wanting the death of another creature sharing the same air, the same 
time, and the same home as you. If this is the reason I wind up in Hell, I’ll be grateful for the 
chance to duke it out with my newfound nemesis for all of eternity. I put these thoughts aside, 
as I know this night cannot end with both of us walking our separate ways. One of us must go.

As the woman slowly approaches my general vicinity, I notice something has changed in the 
air. She has a calm demeanor, and walks with purpose and maybe…eagerness? The grin I 
once wore so easily seems to have found a home on her face as her eyes fi nd me. My vulner-
ability becomes apparent—in a wide-open lot I sit, unable to fl y more than a foot or two. The 
gravity of my situation dawns upon me and panic seeps through every bit of my exoskeleton. 
The phrase works better for vertebrates, I am aware, but I have not the time to consider this. 
Doubt has invaded my heart for the fi rst time, and I only wish to be sitting under the hydran-
gea bush, safe from this woman and her terrifying grin. How dare she enjoy this! I muster all 
of the strength and ignore the state of my shattered leg as I push myself off  of the gravel and 
into the air. She notices. She picks up speed, newspaper at the ready, but I shan’t die by the 
hand of a woman who can’t bother to wash her vehicle a single time. Not today, I won’t. I’ve 
made it about fi ve yards when I hear a rustling, and I dart to the side just as the newspaper 
hurtles past me. I briefl y send out a prayer to the Flying Spaghetti Monster—I’ve always been 
a bit of a contrarian. The force of the throw sends me towards the gravel and I scrape against 
it, but she hasn’t yet done me in. And they said it crazy to believe in the power of prayer…

I crawl beneath the very object of all my desires, the reason behind all of my actions, and 
she goes to pick up her weapon. The wheel of the Moco acts as my fortress, and I lie in wait 
as she ponders her next move. I know my foe well by now—she will give up in the next ten 
seconds. After six, she turns around and saunters inside, retiring for the night. Although I have 
sustained various injuries, the Moco is, as far as I am concerned, currently in my possession, 
and my nemesis has taught me well how to feel as a true warrior must. He who conquers him-
self is the mightiest warrior, after all. Next time, surely, I will control my greed and rage, and 
may my fi rst attack of the battle be my last. I’ll be waiting, wretched woman. I’ll be waiting.

THE WOMAN ON THE OFFENSIVE

THE BEETLE AND THE THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE
(THE BEETLE LEARNS TO CATCH A VIBE)

“He who conquers himself 
is the mightiest warrior, 

after all.”
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THE HUNTTHE HUNT
BY PAIGE TURNER

A fi ngernail moon scratched against the sky, climbing desperately 
over the mountains that had grown into the horizon. The city was 
cast in a pale glow, some of the light from the fragile moon and 
the rest from the light pollution even through the night. The crows 
had stopped their laughing caws the moment the sun had dipped 
into the sea, as though they didn’t want to disturb the night air.

The bugs, though, had no such notions. They came alive and hovered 
near every light source. Someone kept their light on to attract 
them to the closed window, and then watched in joy as a gecko 
appeared to come and feast. It raced, its underbelly pale and 
round, back and forth on the window to catch the many bugs.

The person wished that there had been more of the small, 
bug-eating friends the weekend that they had climbed the 
brutal mountain, the bugs buzzing and fl ying in fl ight pat-
terns seemed perfectly crafted to create panic and unease.
The person had been hunting, but not for food. There’s a small 
pool hidden on Mount Aso, not yet heated by the ceaseless 
summer. The sun hits it when it crests, and hides it in the late 
afternoon. With the summer rains it will grow deep-
er, faster, and hide more secrets than had been whis-
pered to it from the volcanic springs. If you listen, maybe
you’ll hear the hissing of steam. Then again, it is cur-
rently hidden by the sound of tiny creatures fl ying.

You can swim in it, the water is safe and clear. Be careful of dar-
ing the jump, and watch your feet for rocks closer to the surface 
than it would seem. Be careful of the many, many bugs that are de-
termined to keep the secret of the mountain. Be careful of the looks 
of judgment, for daring to brave a mountain in casual clothes.

We had walked too far.

The mountain had looked out over an unfamiliar town, gently tear-
ing into the clouds that went past it, cleaving them in two. We couldn’t 
see the freshwater pool, hidden by the stones of the mountain. The 
sleeping volcano. When we fi nally slipped our aching bodies into 
the water, there was still some triumph. It had felt overshadowed by 
the traumatic path we had taken to arrive there, barely unscathed.
The gecko raced across the window, attempting to eat a moth. It missed, 
and the moth left the light leaking through the glass. Another day.
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Hello everyone! This is KumAJET. On May 28th, 2022, after a recent string of suc-
cessful small-scale events, we had our first whole prefecture event in almost two 
years, at the gorgeous Otachimisaki Park in Ashikita. We generally hold the Ashiki-
ta beach party annually in September to serve as something of a welcome party 
for newly arrived KumaJETS, but due to obvious reasons, it’s been on ice since 2020.

BY KUMAJET

ASHIKITA BEACH PARTY
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It has been an angst-ridden couple of years socially, but you would not have 
known that from the turnout. This year’s Ashikita proved to be one of the big-
gest and rowdiest events in KumAJET’s history – with no less than 100 partygo-
ers from all four corners of the prefecture and beyond – flocking to get involved. To 
see such a diverse blend of people – many of whom had never met each other be-
fore – mingling and making merry under the summer sun was a heartwarming sight.

Beyond the general beach frolicking and liver pickling, there were some highlights from 
the weekend’s antics – the first of which was the Beach Olympiad. This pitted the best 
stock of Kumamoto against the best of Saga, in a high-octane battle of speed, agili-
ty and wits. Stages included such gladiatorial feats as the dizzy egg and spoon race, 
shot roulette, and the infamous slip ‘n’ slide of death. Scores of spectators watched 
on in delighted bloodlust, viscerally crying support for their home prefecture. It was 
an admirably-fought battle, with the pendulum of victory swaying back and forth 
throughout. But, ultimately, the sturdy folk of Kyushu’s navel came out on top – we 
were never in doubt! You can watch the spectacle for yourself on our Facebook Page.
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Discord Invitation Link: https://discord.gg/st3rgQ8g

Once the sun dipped below the horizon, we made for our cabins – and more im-
portantly – their BBQs. All manner of culinary prowess was on show, as the al-
luring smell of smoked meat filled the air. Each cabin became an open-house 
for anyone in search of a beer, a sausage, or just some good conversation. The 
Kuma-Saga rivalries were put to one side for the day, and no one went without 
warm hospitality. New friendships were made, old friendships were rekindled, and 
there may have even been a few romances blossoming amongst the grills Once 
suitably loose, and with all the meat seen to, it was once again time to make for 
the beach for a spot of night swimming. This is something of a KumAJET tradi-
tion, partly because who doesn’t like a refreshing, drunken, midnight swim? And 
partly because the sea of Ashikita is home to beautiful bioluminescent algae. 
Disturbing the water treats you to a dazzling light show unique to only a few 
places on Earth – a great experience for anyone who has the fortune to see it. 

And if the natural illuminations weren’t enough, there were also sparklers 
galore glowing across the beach. We lit up some sparklers as well. 
The party went on until the wee hours, with eventually everyone mak-
ing for the sanctuary of their cabins – intoxicated, wrinkly, but full of joy. 
There were some  sore heads in the morning, but one thing 
was for sure: the Ashikita Beach Party was back with a vengeance! 
Thank you to all that came and contributed to such a fun and welcom-
ing atmosphere. For those of you who didn’t, be sure to sign up next year!

We look forward to seeing you at our upcoming events! Keep an eye out 
for event notifications by joining our Facebook group, following our IG, join-
ing our Discord group, and signing up to our emails. We hope to see you soon!

If you are interested in joining the KumAJET team, to help 
plan events like the Ashikita Beach Party – please get in touch 
via our email or social media pages. We’d love to have you!
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First, no one wants to drink watered down lemon juice, 
so make a simple syrup. To a small saucepan add ap-
proximately 1 cup of white granulated sugar and 1 cup 
water. Stir over medium heat until completely dissolved 
and thickened slightly, about 5 minutes. Set aside to cool 
completely. This syrup will keep in the refrigerator for 
about a month, and you can use it for iced tea as well.

For the lemonade base, squeeze as many lemons as you 
want/can until you get about 1 cup of juice. To that, add approx-
imately 4.5 cups of cold water. Taste at this point and add more 
water as preferred. Then, add syrup to taste by tablespoon.

Delicious variations include matcha (make the mat-
cha separately, then add), mint (crush the leaves 
for more fl avor), and lavender (this has to be done 
when making the syrup, so add the lavender to the 
saucepan, let it sit for about 30 minutes, then strain).

Do you have too many bananas? Do you have too 
much milk? Are you sick of making banana pancakes 
to solve your abundance problem? Here’s the solution.

To a blender, add one ripe banana, about ½ cup milk (or more 
if you’re weird and like thin smoothies), ½ teaspoon nut-
meg, and 6-7 chopped almonds (obviously don’t add these 
if you’re allergic). Blend until desired consistency is reached.

An iced chai latte requires 3 things; chai concentrate, sugar, and milk.

For the concentrate, steep 2 chai tea bags in ¼ cup boil-
ing water for 5 minutes. Remove tea bags and stir in 2 tea-
spoons of granulated sugar (either white or brown is fi ne). 
Once sugar is dissolved, add in another ¼ cup of cold water.

To your concentrate, add about ¾ cup of any type of milk. And that’s it. That’s literally it.

5

Iced Chai Latte

Lemonade

Banana Smoothie

5

1

It’s hot. We’re all suff ering, and this is just the beginning. So here are some 
quick, low-eff ort, actually easy drinks to keep you hydrated and happy.

BY ANONYMOUS
A HYDRATE BEFORE YOU DIE-DRATE
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3- Bar-Z
Just a few meters down the road from Dimly you`ll fi nd Bar-Z on the 2nd fl oor of Yatsushiro Skytree, 
and yes, I`m happy to let you know that Yatushiro does indeed have its very own Skytree. 
Bar-Z is owned and run by the legendary Taniguchi-san, otherwise known as Afro Taniguchi, who has 
established Bar-Z as a staple stop for many of the top touring musicians in Japan. 

Bar-Z is a prime example of places that are commonly referred to in Japan as Live-Houses. A live-
house is basically a straightforward music venue with good sound and lighting. Bar-Z also has a kitchen 
and well stocked bar with tabehodai (all you can eat) and nomihodai (all you can drink) options avail-
able making it a fun spot to go to on a night out even if there isn’t a live performance.  

( + Chilling Time)

( + 12 hours)

The best tea for making iced tea is Celestial Seasonings Red 
Zinger Tea, and I will die on this hill. In a pinch, any fl oral/herb-
al tea will do, or you can just use black, but you’re missing out.

Bring 2 cups of water to a boil, and add 3 teabags. Steep tea for 
5-7 minutes, then discard teabags. Add 1 cup of cold 
water, and chill in the refrigerator. When ready to 
drink, add simple syrup to taste, and serve over ice.
If you want to get fancy with it, a slice of orange or lemon 
will never go wrong. Mix this with any left-
over lemonade for a truly religious experience.

I’m going to include a cold brew recipe here, but honestly this 
is one of the most fi nicky drinks in my opinion because it re-
quires nothing but the best ingredients to truly enjoy at its full 
potential. The best roast of coff ee, ground to the perfect con-
sistency, steeped in the purest fi ltered water in the right ra-
tio for just the right amount of time at the right temperature.

I know some people just use what they have and are 
fi ne with it, and absolutely no shade to them, so if your 
only goal is to caff einate, then here’s what you can do.

A ratio of about 1:4.5 will yield a good cold brew concentrate 
with extra coarsely ground beans, so this is about ⅓ cup grinds to
1 ½ cups water. If your grind is fi ner (or coarser) than it should be, 
you’ll have to adjust the ratio, and then only god can help you. 
You want the consistency of ground peppercorns for cold brew, 
anything diff erent runs the risk of over or under-extracting.

Put them inside a mason jar and shake everything around until 
thoroughly mixed. Then, let sit overnight, or for around 12 hours, 
at room temperature. When ready to drink, fi lter 
it twice (once through a sieve, and once through a cof-
fee fi lter) so that you’re not drinking any particulates.

Because this is a concentrate, you should mix it with 
an equal amount of water, or less to your taste. Add 
milk and sugar (or fl avored simple syrup) as desired.

Stay hydrated!

Iced Tea 5

Cold Brew 1
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