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Learn to understand Japan with Servas
Germany D. H.&S.
From September 11th to December 3rd, I traveled with my husband through Japan. We had long
planned to get to know this fascinating country, but so far we
had not been there because we expected linguistic problems and |
a very different culture. We were a bit afraid, even though we

had already explored numerous countries on different

continents as backpackers and on road trips. If one reads travel
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reports about Japan, there are repeatedly mentioned, for us strange peculiarities, such as the
extra flaps for the toilet visit, the multi-functional toilet with bidet, the warmed toilet seats and
the background noise to avoid that human noise is to hear for outsiders, as well as the habit of
the Japanese to use the same water for a bath as whole family. We tried to inform ourselves well
in advance, so as not to step into every faux pas. Since the Japanese have the reputation of not
being able to speak a lot of English, or not having the courage to use it, my husband tried to learn
Katakana and Hirangana for four months via App Duolingo. Learning Kanjis is a life's work, even
for most Japanese and impossible in that short term.

Precisely because the culture is so different and because language problems seemed
preprogrammed, we decided to use Servas as often as possible to get behind the scenes and
understand the foreign culture better. The pre-planning was quite time-consuming and tedious.
If you travel for three months and can’t even predict in advance how to travel, because Japan Rail
passes are only valid for 1-3 weeks and therefore made no sense for us, it was difficult to say when
we would be at different places. I wrote to all eligible hosts as early as June and asked for a visit
within a time span that made a visit to the area probable. About half did not respond, some of the
mail came back because something was wrong with the address and some sent a rejection. With
those who had promised us to be welcome at a certain period of time, we stayed in mail contact
and it finally came to 7 encounters. The effort was definitely worth it, because the hosts we got to
know made our trip a wonderful experience that we will never forget. With this travelogue we
would like to say thank you once again for all the effort our hosts have made to give us an intense
and unforgettable time.

Shortly after our arrival in Tokyo, R and N enabled us to attend a religious-traditional festival
in which the neighborhood shrine (Mikoshi) was carried on a frame through the residential area.
With loud shouts and whistles, attention was drawn to our small procession and on the way there
were given refreshments and snacks. We were warmly welcomed by the group and got invited to
carry the shrine a part of the way At S and M’s house in Sendai we were introduced to the

peculiarities of the Ja

panese bath, got an insight into

their own company, were able to enjoy the
AT .

S N b

' g - excellent cooking skills of S and

got the tip for a wonderful boat
trip in the bay of Matsuchima.
i In the evening, we kept our
fingers crossed for the Japanese women's team at the Volleyball World Cup, because S is a truly
contagious fan.

Since we had driven here by train, we decided to rent a car in Sendai for the next two months.
This gave us the opportunity to easily get into smaller towns, national parks and to remote Servas
hosts. It also allowed us to sleep in our car some nights between our Servas visits. To sleep in a
car 1s common practice in Japan. We were also able to drive to free but remote campsites. Our
next hosts were N, M and little Tsumugi in Fukushima. On the first evening we were invited to

attend an event in a community center. It was a dinner party with the opening of a photo
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exhibition of the big earthquake and tsunami on 11.3.2011, which caused worldwide sad notoriety
due to the disaster in the nuclear power plant Daiichi on the coast of Fukushima Prefecture.
Photographer K. H and publisher I. K were there. K himself was a victim of the quake and now
tries to encourage the local people and show how much courage and strength they have proven
and what hope can be derived from it. From him we also learned about the project of the gigantic
wall, which i1s 4 meters high and 400km along the coast to hold tsunamis.

In his opinion, no wall can be high or strong enough to withstand these forces of nature. However,
this wall destroys the rest of what has remained to the local people: the beautiful nature. We also
got to know the project "Paying forward coffee" that night and enjoyed delicious snacks and live
music. The next few days N and M took excellent care of us and
allowed us to spend wonderful hours together in Onsen, at

shrines, on a volcano, at a dinner with the other Fukushima

j Ty Servas host T and at festivities. At the end of our trip, we visited
them again when we had to return our car to Sendai.

In Kami, we enjoyed the quiet life away from the cities with our hosts M and M were taken to an
apple orchard with delicious apples, learned about the life of the Samurai, talked to M about
international student exchanges and learned about M's work as a veterinarian specialist for pigs.
Once again we could taste the good local cuisine extensively.

After Kami we did not have any Servas contacts for a long time because we did not find any
hosts. But we had a whole bunch of tips in the bag from our last hosts. So it was that we explored
the north of the main island Honshu so extensively that we decided in Aomori, not to drive to
Hokaido, but to visit Honshu very extensively on this trip. On October 12, the typhoon Hagibis
raged over Japan, leaving more than 90 dead and immense damage. We experienced live how the
warnings got closer and were worried about our newly won friends, some of them waiting for their
evacuation on packed suitcases. We ourselves were incredibly lucky to just see heavy rain from
our hotel window on the 8th floor in Niigata on the west coast, but faced no danger in our area.
We went on to Tsu in Mie Prefecture, to our hosts S and H. Here we were right in the countryside
and the two were committed to organic farming. They were even in Kenya for a while and tried to
teach the methods there, and it was very exciting to listen to their experiences. Together with S
we visited the Ise shrine, which is something like the Mecca of Japan. We met her old friend and
neighbor and she and S dressed me in a kimono and surprised me by giving it to me! That

absolutely broke my tongue, which is not common in my life. The generosity in Japan has

surprised us e
everywhere. Even - )
friends of our hosts
gave us fruit or other
little things again and

again, which almost embarrassed us, because except for our hosts we had packed no presents



After Tsu, our trip to Kyoto took us to T' and K and here again I have to say a special thank you!
Not only that the two open their house to many Servas guests and show their great hospitality so
that we were allowed to be there with an American and an English couple in a row, they also saved
situation! In Kyoto, I got an
appendicitis on the weekend
before the coronation of the

new Emperor. Not only did

T travel with us to a
hospital, which was willing to accept a foreign patient on a weekend, he also translated everything
from English into Japanese. We would have helplessly failed here, because even my name and
date of birth had to be translated into Japanese! Even Google would certainly have been of no help
to us in this situation.

As only an ambulant antibiotic therapy was tried, T invited us as a matter of course to live with
them for the next three days and drove daily as an interpreter to the hospital. In the end I had to
be admitted to the surgery, so at long last we stayed at K’s and T’s house for a full fortnight and
they took care of us with much effort and love. We tried to thank them in the last few days by
cooking dishes from Europe several times, but we know that there is nothing in the world we could
pay for what they had done us good.

We also met Y and S from Otsu in their house who we actually wanted to visit after Kyoto,
which was not possible now. They brought with them very delicious homemade bread, because
they have a bakery and try to bake German recipes. It really was a blessing, because in Japan
there is otherwise only toast bread and similar soft, light bread to buy. Unfortunately, my illness
has thrown the other travel plans and Servas visits over, since time was too short and we only
came as far as the islets off Kure and not down to Kyushu what made me very sad because I had
a very nice contact by mail to A in Nagasaki already. We had to leave this for another trip. We
brought our car all the way back to Sendai at the end of November, stopping at many beautiful
places like Maebashi and Nikko, which gave us wonderful sights and walks into the colorful
autumn forests and views of snow-capped mountains.

We visited our Servas friends in Fukushima again and painted our own "Kokeshis" (Japanese
dolls) at a workshop, made toys with N and her friends and took a trip into nature together. By
train we went to Fuji and we enjoyed the view of Fujiyama from a hostel and finally spent two
more nights with our first hosts R and N in Tokyo. It was like coming home and we had many
interesting conversations and made a tunnel tour through the area around Tokyo station due to

the bad weather. Once out of the tunnel, we got to know the "Harrods" of Tokyo, the oldest and

(P oSl =

super noble shop: "Mitsukoshi".
Many thanks to all our dear Servas
friends and also to those who had

invited us, but due to time constraints

we could not visit anymore.



Bad Harzburg, 7.12.2019

“Language Lesson & Servas Visit” Germany L. C. S
I have been to Japan a couple of times for short business trips and got fascinated by the
Japanese culture and language. Then I decided to spend 2 weeks in Japan in September 2019 to
learn Japanese in a private language school located in Kyoto.

Actually I visit a different country every year for about 1 or 2 weeks to learn more about the local
language and culture. Usually I stay with Servas families, since this is a great way get in contact.
So far I have visited more than 100 Servas families in 19 countries.

In this case though, in order to be able to attend the Japanese lessons every
morning, without having to move every 2 days from one family to the other,
I chose to do home-stay with a family organized by the language school.
Then, to complement this great cultural experience I met some Servas
friends almost every day after the lessons: with W.H San I went for nice
walks in Kyoto and even participated twice in the Japanese lessons offered

by the Kyoto International Community House ([EFE%5ii424E), where she

works as a volunteer.
I went on day trips to Nara to meet K. J San and to Osaka where I met K.K San. Besides that,
I. M San came one afternoon from Osaka to meet me in Kyoto.

One of the greatest experiences was being invited by H.T San to go to her house to have

dinner with other Servas guests from San Sebastian, Spain,

who came to Japan for a Jazz festival.

drinking, wearing kimonos...Wow!
. : ETHELWo !

At the end I was invited to stay for the night and to visit Fushimi Inari Shrine - in a walking
distance from her place - early in the morning before the tourists arrive.

T San had also the great idea to call S. Y and S San to send us all - the Spaniards and myself -
to stay with them in following week. And so we did. S family has a wonderful big house in Otsu
(15 km from Kyoto) with a nice o-furo (/& /%) outside.

But the best of all is that we were invited to
wake up early in the morning to go to the - - ’ T
family bakery and bake with them for a couple =l ‘. W TRt | L = _@ 'n'm-%‘ ] L
of hours before the shop opens at 7am!!

ETHEAWVWERIZ T,

Just after the baking experience S San




brought me to the train station and so arrived perfectly in time for my Japanese lessons which
started at 9am in Kyoto.

It was such a great experience taking regularly Japanese language lessons,
being able to communicate a little bit in Japanese and learning a lot about the
culture with Servas friends! But it didn't stop here: at the end of November a
group of 10 Servas travelers came to Germany to spend 10 days. Among those
was S San from the bakery and of course I traveled to meet the group and

especially her!

All these encounters were so nice that I
decided to travel again to Japan in April 2020 for the cherry blossom
seasons and for more great Servas visits. #% L TH7Z WA TT 4
Looking forward to it!!

WMLAZ L TWET! Ingelheim am Rhein, Germany
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