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3. SERVAS Traveler 7»5DELVMED

Japan from north to south in 3 months
Netherlands M.C

For years, it was my plan to go to Japan after retirement, so I could stay there for a longer time.
A country with a culture totally different from mine. I left my home in The Netherlands at August
5th 2019. I took a train to Moskou, and from there I took the Trans Siberian Railway to the other side
of the continent. I wanted to experience how large our world is. And slowly, slowly approaching Japan.
I also want to diminish my ecological footprint by avoiding airplane. I spent 30 days to travel through
Russia to Sakhalin. I planned to take a ferry from Korsakov, the most southern village on Sakhalin,
to Wakkanai, in the north of Hokkaido. But this year the ferry does not go, because a quarrel between
the 2 countries. So I had to take a flight from Juzhno to Sapporo. I landed in Japan on September
2nd. My plan was to travel all the way from the north-east to the south-west and back to Tokyo, my
final destination.

In Sapporo Ak-san and Ae-san are my hosts. Their apartment shows a |
collection of things they brought from their travels over the world. They
welcomed me with my first traditional Japanese dinner, served in a lot of
different bowls. I see a lot of cupboards with beautiful tableware. Later Ae and
I are sitting at a low table in the tatami-room. She calligraphies an old poem for
me. It is about sakura and weeping willows in Kyoto. Yo-san, a friend of Ae’s, is

a koto teacher. She invites me to attend a lesson. When we enter, Ae-san kneels |

for Yo and the students. I follow her example. They play 2 beautiful classical pieces. ‘Subarasht’,
I said, glad to have taken some lessons Japanese. At the end there was green tea and sweets and
a lot of nice chat.
Ak-san is a kyudo teacher. Do I like to come and see? Of course! A lot of young people, mainly
women, are practicing. All in beautiful black and white costumes. Ae-san is also practicing. She

makes slow and stylish movements with a lot of concentration for every detail. Again and again, to
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reach a high grade of perfection. Impressive!

It strikes me that people talk softly, move cautious, everything goes muted and people a silent in
the streets and public transport. I become aware of my European way of behaving, I try to lower my
voice and to keep my hands still while talking.

My next hosts in Sapporo, Ka-san and Ya-san take me to a ramen restaurant. I haven’t yet

mastered to eat ramen without dirtying my dress, but the restaurant provides me with a paper apron.
My mother did a big job to teach me not to slurp, which is not polite with us. But now... great slurp
party!
Good gracious, when we came home I noticed I left my mobile phone
in the restaurant. Ya-san returns quickly to the restaurant, but it was
closed already. That night I didn’t sleep well, but my phone had been
handed in by the counter. Subarashi!

The annual Hokkaido Servas-Meeting is on September 7th, just

while I am here. Ya and Ka take me there. At a posh western dinner
near Toyako, I meet other Servas members. Everybody tells about his or her experiences. Assisted
by Ka, I try to say a few words in Japanese. And at the end a group photo.

Mi-san, my next hosts lives in a chalet high on a mountain with a fabulous view on Toyako. It is
nice to stay with another single woman. She grows her own vegetables. Mi had bought a bread, it
surprises her that in Europe people eat rice as well. We are going to make a cycle tour around Toyako
(43km). The saddle goes at its highest, but still my knees are close to my ears. It is 27C and rather
humid, so I choose my most airy dress, but Mi is dressed in long sleeves, long pants, socks, gloves,
hat and shawl. Absolute no sun on her! Toyako has a mountain in the middle, it is very, very beautiful.
Then it is time to relax. Mi introduces me in the onsen: a lot of washing and scrubbing on a small
stool before a knee high mirror before we lower ourselves in the hot water with a big sigh. Delightful!

I contacted my 3 hosts in Hokkaido before I left home. It was so easy and they were so hospitable,
that I decided to contact other hosts later, when I already was in Japan. This was a bit of a risk, but
created the possibility to plan the rest of my trip more flexible, which was great!

I am in Sendai at Sa-san and Ma-san’s place, the region were the big —
earthquake took place in 2011. Sa hid for hours under a table waiting for ﬁ
directions from authorities and unsure about Ma who had to walk home. ( #
Ma shows me where the water had been. I see signs in the street that ==

warn for tsunami and point out where you have to flee. Sa has done a

great job in helping victims, tells Ma. Therefor he cooks breakfast for her
since. Tomorrow morning pancakes!

Ma-san takes me to his company and introduces me to his employees. As I learned in my course
Japanese I say hajime mashite and give his people a friendly smile. They have to laugh, because 1
forget to bow and my direct looking at them is also not very Japanese. Ma-san has an enterprise in
tires. One of his employees handles a machine that presses 3 tires in one. In this way 4 times as

much tires fit in a container. Shipped for Bangladesh. I wonder how they take them apart again?
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Sa-san i1s calligraphy teacher. She invites me in her class. She will teach me the kanji for yama.
First, I have to rub ink with stretched fingers of my right hand, while my left hand is not on the
table, but in my lap ‘holding an egg’. At least 5 minutes to concentrate on the calligraphy to come. I
do my best. The other students enter. I observe the nice way they bow and greet each other. Someone
brings jars of jam or the like and suddenly they are exchanging recipes and a lot of laughing. I
practice yama about 10 times. Applause for every mountain. Thank you, but I don’t believe it at all.
I am hosted by a young family. I meet Hi-san at Friday evening after
his work at Matsumoto station. First, we pick up his daughter at
ballet class and then home. At home Hi first takes a bath,
comfortable pajama’s and playing with his daughter, while his wife
As-san cooks a meal with the baby on her back. Hi and As moved

from Tokyo to Matsumoto. Much better

for a young family, they say. Nature,
space and quietness. In Matsumoto Hi doesn’t have to work till late. Do
I know the term karosh1? Yes, we talked about it in Japanese class. And

how about As-san? Will she work again, when the children are at school?

She is skeptical about her chances to obtain a job on her level. The ‘baby-
penalty’, a big topic in The Netherlands, exists also in Japan.

In Kanazawa I stay with To-san and Hi-san. Just like the Servas hosts I
met till now, they travelled a lot. The house is full of photo’s Hi made from
castles from all over the world. I discover castle De Haar, it is close to my
house in The Netherlands. To and Hi don’t travel any more, but love to have
guests. To-san, a former teacher English, now reads English books with a
group of friends and translates them in Japanese to keep up her skills. This
evening she has to translate a few pages of Stoner. Hi-san started a kitchen

garden after retirement. He is engaged in a fight with bears who like his

sweet potatoes and destroyed his crop last year. He has built a stronger
fence. Let’s hope it lasts.

Mi-san, with whom I stayed at Toyako, told me about the Shimanami, a
cycle tour in the Setonaikai. Great idea! We agreed
to meet each other again. The weather is perfect for

cycling: clear blue sky, 24C and a soft tailwind. We

B\ cycle from Onomichi over the islands that are
connected with bridges to Imabari. Tangerine and lemon trees everywhere.
Soft waving palms along the shore. Every now and then a bird, a fisherman:

a true paradise!

Hiroshima. At a temple 2 stylists and a hair dresses are busy to arrange a
wedding couple and their family as nice as possible for the photo. Every mien and glance is

orchestrated. The feet of the man separated, hands in fists, chins up. Women feet closed, left hand
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open. All pleats sleekened. And then, a big white cap on the head of the bride. “That is to hide the
female rage and envy’, tells To-san, my host in Hiroshima and she laughs loudly. Her own marriage
with Ku-san was arranged a long time ago and is still going strong. Time to celebrate: paella with
oysters, the delicacy of the Setonaikai. Oishii desu!

Ke-san is my day host in Beppu. Ke has arranged shelter for me in an old
' ryokan next to her house. The ryokan is a labyrinth of corridors, stairs,
gangways, rooms, kitchens, even a small bridge. No showers, because ryokans
in Beppu have an onsen. Mi-san (92), the owner, comes with a pile of yukata
and gives me the biggest one. No, she says, the left lap must go 6ver the right
one. I descend to the onsen, that looks very authentic. Time stands still, but

the hot water flows! From time to time Mi-san comes to see if I am okay. We

talk and laugh a lot, she in Japanese and me in Dutch. Doesn’t matter, we

have a lot of fun.

Ke-san shows me the theater of Beppu. In the back of the theater are piles of cushions (100 yen)
and a kind of folding chairs without legs (200 yen). I rent a chair, walk into the theater and put it
down somewhere. That is my place. The show starts in 15 minutes. Everyone is eating and drinking.
The local fast food brings some bags and calls the names of people who ordered the food. The show

starts. Men in make-up, kimono and geta make dramatic poses and dance on ! =

Japanese schlagers. Everybody cheers when a new player enters. Then there
1s a traditional burlesque. I don’t understand one word, but the point is clear:
adulterous wife got caught, sword fight, she cries her eyes out, final
judgement. Then pause, thank God! My legs hurt badly from sitting on the
ground. Part 3. The men of part 1 are now dressed as a geisha. On sugar
sweet music they parade on stage. Fans run forward and pin money on their
kimono. In return, they get an extra sweet smile. The people shout and applaud enthusiastic. How

handy people afterwards put their shoes on without using their hands is an extra spectacle for me.

In Kumamoto I stay with Se-san and her parents, a family of rice planters.
Their new house is in a bare area, excavators, roads under construction. There
are some other new houses, but also sheds packed with furniture and stuff.
‘The earthquake of 2016 changed our lives completely’, says Se. The house and
& sheds of her parents collapsed completely. Her parents were rescued only next
morning and had to revalidate for months and months. Now Se lives with her
parents to take care of them.

We enjoy eating and talking together. I ask her questions about the Japanese
work culture. Se explains: ‘Japan 1s mountains for 80%. So we have little space for agriculture and
have to import our food. How do we pay for it? By becoming experts in something that brings us
money: technology. Working very, very hard is a quality that is in our genes. We think it is a virtue’.
To be able to ask questions like this at Servas hosts, helps me to understand a bit more of the

Japanese culture.



Sh-san, my host in Miyazaki, welcomes me with spaghetti and a home brewed beer. How Japanese!
Together we visit Aoshima, a beautiful island with a shrine close to Miyazaki, where his daughter
married a Dutch man last May. We walk the island and talk about life in Japan and in the
Netherlands. Sh’s wife Se-san i1s a volunteer for elderly people. I am invited to her ‘salon’. We start
with yoga. Then Japanese songs. I contribute with a Dutch sleeping song I always sing for my
grandchildren. At the end there is tea and bento-lunch.

Sh and Se take me for a ride through their part of Miyazaki. We go to Aya
and walk over a high suspension bridge. We visit the atelier of an exquisite
glassmaker and then it is time for sake-tasting! In the car we talk about
differences in our cultures, especially about personal hygiene. We don’t have
wash toilets (I would we had!), but happily our toilet paper is thick. We don’t
do laundry every day, but only when the machine is full. Dutch people try to

be rather economical with water. Our government encourages us to shower

not longer than 5 minutes a day. This fact causes laughter and disbelieve
every time I tell this to Japanese people.

I traveled 3 months — from September 2nd till November 30st — through Japan from north to south
and finally to Tokyo. In this period I stayed with 10 Servas hosts. Via Home Exchange I had a small
house in Kyoto for 8 days and an apartment in Tokyo for the final 10 days. In between I stayed in
hostels and ryokan.

This review was about my days with Servas hosts. I am very thankful for the great hospitality I
found with all of them. With my hosts I experienced the everyday Japanese life. I could ask questions
about everything I noticed, but didn’t understand, I heard beautiful stories. I am spoiled with tasty
meals and soft beds. The ‘Servas-days’ were absolutely the most interesting days of my trip. But also
rather exhausting. To sense home rules, to adjust to daily customs, socializing — it takes a lot of
energy. Alternating staying with hosts and staying in a hotel appeared to be the ideal rhythm.
Tanoshikatta desu!

On November 30th I returned to The Netherlands with a head full of stories and a heart full of
memories. I learned a lot about Japan. And I learned a lot from Japan. But the amount of questions

I have, is not diminishing. My conclusion: the more you see, the less you know.
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