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The Place | Decided to
Live From Now On

Jae-Jin Lee

Unnan City, the place where I live, is a regional city located in a
mountainous area. In the spring, all of the cherry blossom trees
throughout the town are in full
bloom, and the city is dyed the
color of their petals. In the
summer, you can enjoy the
fireflies’ natural illumination. In
the fall, sparkling golden rice
fields spread before you. In the
winter, you can see a beautiful
landscape crafted by the clumps
and piles of snow. Furthermore,
throughout the year you can soak

yourself in a hot spring that
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smoothens your skin. Delicious and
healthy food are a given, and there is also
a hamlet, preserved just as it was long
ago, that is the home of the “tatara”
smelting technique, which was used as a
motif in the anime, “Princess Mononoke.”
Unnan’s population is only 39,000

people, but it has nature, food, and

history all in one.
There are often times that I feel that “today was a happy day,” after
coming to Unnan City. [ think this is because everything is rare at first,
and there is this sense of satisfaction that I am enjoying the life that I
dreamed about to the fullest. I was happy to be surrounded by kind
people and have an enjoyable time here. However, as the 1st, 2nd, and
3rd year passed, my happy perspective changed. Outside of work there
were festivals and volunteer work, participating in local events,
experiencing happiness and sadness with the people that live
here...those moments, through sharing them with each other, have
changed how I thought about “people.” The moment I interact with
people- that moment becomes a big source of “happiness” to me, and I
have come to put more importance on the connections and encounters
that I have. I wonder why I did not feel this happiness when [ was in
Seoul, my hometown...I think it is because there is a simple humanity
that still exists in Unnan.

Children who call out, “Mr. Jae-jin,” while running towards me, say
greetings in Korean, such as “Annyeonghaseyo” (Hello) and “Tomannayo”
(See you later). The mothers who would say, “eat this,” while offering
vegetables or side dishes that they made. Older men and women whom [
met for the first time, speak to me in friendly manner, and there are

many people who have met me and said, ‘I became interested in Korea,”
or ‘T like Korea.”

Unnan taught me where to find happiness. Now, I am filled with a desire
to give back to Unnan in any way I can. Recently, I purchased a fantastic
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old residence in a farming village. From now on, I want to live here with
my wife and newborn son, while having our little happiness. And, [ want
to do what I can for the sake of Unnan City.
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New York and Shimane:
Small Community, Big Heart

Sondey Olaseun

Thinking back to when I first stepped off of that plane, I remember how
nervous I was. I was to officially start my work as a coordinator for
international relations (CIR). It was an extremely hot and humid day, and
my supervisor told me it was fine to take off my suit jacket. As we drove
down the road from the Izumo Airport, I remember being surrounded by
fields of green rice paddies. The land is flat, so I could clearly see the
mountains in the distance to the right and left. These were different from
the skyscrapers and tall apartment complexes that I was used to back in
New York. The combination of farmland, mountains, and humid weather
would become my first impression of Shimane Prefecture (for my American
friends, think of prefecture as a state): It sure is green here.”

I was born and raised in the Bronx, one of the five boroughs of New York
City. Though Matsue City is where the prefectural government office is
located, it is still a quiet place. Back home, it is normal to hear people
speaking loudly or blasting their music late into the night. There are not
nearly as many people in Matsue, which as about 200,000 people, as in the
Bronx, which has about 1,450,000 people. Shops and banks in Matsue tend
to close earlier compared to the Bronx. Bronx is connected to a large and
convenient subway system that can take someone really far for a cheap
price. Matsue has two train lines, the Ichibata Railway and JR. Life in New
York City does not require a car, but there have been many times that I
wished I could drive here in Shimane Prefecture.

During my time here, I have had the privilege to visit many places in
Shimane from Yasugi City to Yoshika Town. Some of my favorite places are
Oomori Town (located in Oda City), Yunotsu (also in Oda City), Lake Shinji
(in between Matsue City and Izumo City), Tsuwano Town, and the Adachi
Museum of Art (Yasugi City). I have had the opportunity to participate in a
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myriad of Japanese cultural activities, such as wearing kimono, doing zen
meditations, as well as making matcha tea and wagashi. In my spare time, [
have also come to enjoy snowboarding, hiking, and cycling. It is one of the
benefits of living in a place that is abundant with nature! However, even
though [ have been able to go to those places and experience those things,
it is the people that I met here in Shimane that really left an impression on
me.

Work as a coordinator for international relations has allowed me to travel
around Shimane and speak with many people within a wide age range. I
have traveled to schools, community centers, and an assortment of both
public and private spaces to speak about American culture, international
exchange, and even human rights! I have to say that the most fulfilling part
of my job is interacting with people and being a catalyst for cultural
understanding. It is through my interactions with the local people that [ was
able to see what kind of communities exist, how people interact with each
other, and their values.

Recently, I received a request from Hida Elementary School to speak about
human rights to the school's PTA. At first, [ thought that it would just be
members of the PTA, but people who had heard about my presentation had
come through the snow just to hear it! The people in Hirose are very
interested in hearing different perspectives and they have been inviting
people from other prefectures and outside Japan to speak and conduct
workshops. This was because they had the same goal: to find ways to
preserve their community and create new ideas. The members of that
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community are open-minded and open-hearted.

I remember when [ visited multiple community centers in Matsue City in
order to do a presentation on the difference between American and
Japanese culture. The attendees for the presentations were mostly either
retired or housewives. Each group of attendees has its own aggregate
personality, and it was fun to see the difference between the groups. I
remember there were a number of people who brought snacks to the event,
and even prepared tea! It was a Japanese hospitality that [ was delighted to
experience. When [ needed help for setting up, they were very enthusiastic
in helping me, and when the presentation ended, they were insistent that I
take some snacks with me. [ remember how engaged and enthusiastic they
were to hear what I had to say and to learn and asked me many questions.
Seeing how they chatted, laughed, and helped each other also left an
impression on me.

These communities are small, but they are close-knit, and everyone knows
everyone else. In the Bronx, you could live in the same neighborhood for
years, and never know the people who live in the same building as you.
Though there are places like this even in Matsue, it is on a much larger
scale in the Bronx. At first [ was really anxious about it. I mean, because the
community is small, rumors spread fast, and I am not a fan of rumors. It is
one of the challenges I have had to face living in Shimane, as [ like to have
my privacy. However, on the other hand, I can see how a close-knit
community like that could provide support to someone who needs it.
People come over and bring vegetables they grew, chat, and relax with each
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other. Also, there are communities here where no one even locks their
doors! That's something you won't find in New York City!

Coming from a place that is bustling with business, loud cars, bright lights,
and seemingly non-stop activity, Shimane Prefecture is like a whole
different world. Even Matsue City, where [ currently live, is worlds apart
from New York. The thing is, though, is that it is precisely the reason why I
can have such unique experiences. Though I came here to speak about
America and to promote cultural exchange, I am also here to see and
experience Japanese culture. Throughout my time here in Shimane, I have
realized that I have many teachers, whether it be my shamisen teacher, or
an elderly woman with wisdom. I have learned how to appreciate the nature
around me, the importance of taking time for tea and snacks, appreciating
people that I encounter, and discipline. I know that when I do leave
Shimane, I leave with all of the lessons that only a place like Shimane could
provide. Also, I know that this won't be my last time in Shimane. After all,
Shimane is the land of En.
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Matsue is the Countryside?

Peng Yao

Before [ came to Matsue City in Shimane Prefecture, my predecessor told
me this: “Matsue is a small and quiet town. There are few people out at
night, and it gets dark with not much light. Even for people who have heard
of Shimane, it is hard for them to differentiate between the Chinese
characters used for ‘Shimane (E#R)” and ‘Tottori (FBHY), even calling one
prefecture ‘Torine (F5#R)" and the other ‘Shimatori (FHQ).”

When I came to Shimane, the people here are accustomed to a
self-depreciating humor, arguing about whether their economy was the
slowest or second slowest economy in Japan, and describing their towns as
places few tourists visit. However, whenever [ heard people speak about
that, rather than feeling a sense of loneliness, I was able to feel deep
sentiments toward this land.

Emotions are truly mysterious. Before I knew it, [ found that [ had come to
like it once [ started living here. Since I arrived here, there was a time that [

v
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had to leave the prefecture
for a business trip for a
number of days. I don't
know why or how, but
during those times I found
myself wanting to return
back to Matsue. It was that
time that I first realized that
Matsue is a very important place to me. The moment I returned from my

business trip, I suddenly felt a deep calmness and familiarity that was
completely as if [ had returned home. I thought this must have been that
feeling of reluctance I had when [ was leaving Matsue. I did not realize it
when [ was in Matsue, but going away on the business trip was the first
time that I felt that way. If someone were to ask me just what is so good
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about Matsue, I would have difficulty coming up with an example right
away, but at the very least I think that the flowers, the trees- everything has
become meaningful to me likely because of the various experiences I have
had while living here.

Since that business trip, my feelings toward Matsue had completely
changed. I also have gradually come to understand why I felt reluctant to
leave. In the morning, the sight of birds flying in a line, the incomparable
beauty of Lake Shinji with the sunset reflected in its water, the far off
mountains that are visible if you incidentally raise your head when you
walk around, the pigeons that stroll on the path in front of Matsue station,
everything has an charm that allows me to feel comfortable here, and
whenever I do see those things, I always think about how beautiful the
world is.

People drenched in sweat from working out at the gym even when it
becomes late at night, a long line of people who have come to view the
exhibition at the Shimane Art Museum even when it is close to closing time,
people who earnestly wear kimono even in cold weather in order to watch a
rare Noh performance even during cold weather, people who rush towards
a new crab restaurant that opened somewhere, and children excited by
all-you-can-eat gourmet food..When I saw moments such as these, I deeply
felt that the people here are charming. Various things are considered rare in
Matsue, which is a complete contrast to the worlds of big cities, where your
eyes are constantly dazzled. It is because of this that people feel grateful for
those opportunities.

No matter what it is, people consider any opportunity that is very difficult to
come by important because of their gratefulness. Furthermore, it is because
they regard it with importance that you can see the solemnness in their
expressions, and the ceremonial air to their behavior. I think this is what
makes Matsue and the people here charming. As a result, it made me feel
that no matter when or where, each encounter should be regarded with
importance; each and every experience has an exceptional significance.
Even now, the people of Matsue say, “this is the countryside,” as if they are
downplaying themselves. So what!? You can’t compare the charm of Matsue
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to anywhere else. You may not fall in love at first sight like with other cities,
but Matsue’s charm can last with those who take their time to deeply take
in what Matsue has to offer. If you live here and interact with the people of
Matsue you will come to like it here even more.

This is Matsue. In nearly a year, the feeling that Matsue is precious and
nostalgic has continued to grow even more.
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Did You Say
The Countryside??

Katherine Simpson

When I first found out I was moving to Ohnan in Shimane Prefecture, I felt a
mixture of excitement and nervousness. I poured over blogs about inaka
(countryside) life, and one phrase continued to pop up: “You have to find your
own fun.” After living in larger cities my entire life,  was concerned about how
my inaka life would pan out. Yet looking back on this past year, it's hard to
remember that I was even worried at all. I'm pretty sure this phrase should
actually be, “In the countryside, fun will find you.”

Culture shock number one: bugs. Insects seem to be a normal part of everyday
life (as I suppose they should be..). I will never forget the day a coworker asked
me if I had ever seen kuwagata (stag beetle). After replying no, he quickly
nicked away down the hall. I thought it strange until he came back with a
wriggling stag beetle in his grasp. Where did he even find it?? And so quickly??
[ embarrassingly let out a girlish shriek, which caused the entire office to burst
into laughter. People then took turns holding the beetle, reminiscing about how
they used to catch them in their childhood. One person even ended up taking it
home as a pet. While I did not hold the beetle, it dawned on me that this simple
pleasure of everyday life is something I would have never had the opportunity
to experience in the city.

Another culture shock I experienced was food. No, no. Not your typical raw fish
or odd sea creature. Inland inaka
food. My second month in Ohnan
I was invited to dinner by a local
farming group. The leader was
thrilled to introduce the main
course: wild boar meat. I had half
thought that wild boars were
only animals from Japanese
mythology. To my surprise, it was
quite delicious! My host then
came out beaming, bringing me a
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small bowl.

“I've made you suppon soup!” he told me, brimming with excitement. “What

is... suppon?” I asked. He beamed and responded, “Soft-shelled turtle.” As I
brought the bowl to my mouth, he pulled something out from behind his back.
It was a small turtle skull tied to a thin cord. My jaw dropped in pure surprise,
and the other women shrieked playfully, saying that it looked like the head of a
demon. “Not many people have these. I'll bring you the shell later once it's
finished.” A few days later I came into work and on my desk lay the shell of the
turtle (as promised), with suppon written several places in hiragana, katakana
and kanji.
After having the opportunity to experience the real essence of Japan over this
past year, [ wouldn't trade my experience for the world. I am eternally grateful
to the people of Ohnan for welcoming me into their fold. Their warmth and
eagerness to show me the hidden side of Japan never ceases to entice me. To
anyone interested in living in Japan and looking for an adventure, I heartily and
enthusiastically recommend countryside life!
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