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-Preface-


“Have you understand?” is “Wakarimashitaka?” in the Japanese language.  Similarly, “Hai, wakarimashita” in Japanese means “Yes, I have understood”.  One sociologist in the 1970s observed that communication should be defined as “the negotiation of meaning”.  With such a definition, it might then be claimed that when two communicators can correctly ask “Do you understand?” and correctly and truthfully answer saying “I understand” or “I have understood” that successful negotiation of meaning between them has taken place.  This search for truthfully negotiated meaning between peoples of all cultures is what drives many individuals to learn other languages, to travel, and meet people of other races in all corners of the globe.  It is the lifelong search of the main protagonist and storyteller of this writing.  It is this search for a common or communal exchange of “Wakarimashitaka?” and “Hai, wakarimashita” that drives the storyteller in how responds to communication in different foreign languages.
For this writing it is also important to know that “internationalization” is a movement in Japan similar to the “multicultural movement” that has enveloped the narrators own country, America, a decade or two earlier. Internationalization in Japan focuses on making the land of Japan’s people less parochial and able to work, live, and converse more comfortably in the international community.  
The modern internationalization movement in Japan had a historical precedent in late 19th Century Japan. In the period after the Restoration of the Emperor, following a two decade long civil war, starting in the 1870s both the Japanese government and private individuals en masse were encouraged for the first time in over two centuries to go outside of their own country to learn languages and explore the globe.  Their mission was to modernize Japan and to bring modern science, cultural information, as well as educational and technical training back to their country. 

Within thirty years Japan had succeeded in its mission beyond the Western world’s wildest dreams.  Japan’s best and brightest citizens had gone out and done what no other non-European country had ever done before.  They, the Japanese of that era,  had managed to learn about all the major scientific, industrial, and technological  breakthroughs in the West that had occurred over the previous millennia. As well, they learned and studied western literature, political theater in many different foreign languages.  
However,  once all these major advances had been acquired and were then subsequently later translated back into Japanese, the  country and people of  Japan either intentionally or by neglect stopped learning foreign languages for communicative purposes and simply began to use English, German, and other languages for reading and researching, much as medical students who need to learn Latin do.  
In other words, learning another language in Japan became simply a matter of rote learning.  Students were forced to cram for an exam but were never asked to study the vocabulary again nor were they regularly asked to communicate in that foreign tongue in order to engage in any controversial or thought provoking  discussion or debate.  The fact was that in Japanese schools for nearly the first 9 decades of the 20th Century, English and other foreign languages—if taught at all-- were generally taught in Japan as dead language or unspoken-tongue.

Before the storytelling begins it should also be noted that the narrator of most of the story goes by the name of ‘Kansas’, which means “people of the south wind” in one of the native American languages of the great plains..  The name suits the storyteller well as, like the Plains Indians of the old American West, he was blown and traveled to many new places to set up again and again a new livelihood and ways of living and communicating during his life’s journey.  

Kansas told this story of a conversation with Ojii-san several times during spring and summer 1995, which was the year marking the 50th anniversary celebrations of the end of WWII.  Kansas is fascinated by people’s personal memories as well as the collective memories of cultures passed down through elders to their children over generations.  Often, during the retelling of such encounters, Kansas will ask “Wakarimastika?”  Hopefully, you can nod sometimes and truthfully say, “Hai, wakarimashita.”   
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That spring “Kansas”, his nickname, had arranged a 15-day home stay with a local family prior to taking an extended Japanese Golden Week excursion to China. Kansas was planning to return to his homeland in the USA in a few months to finish his masters’ degree in teaching English to non-native speakers, so he was very grateful for this last minute home-stay opportunity with a more traditional Japanese 3-generation household.  Kansas needed to return home soon because he had started this M.A. at the University of Kansas several years earlier after he had unsuccessfully discontinued working on a different degree at a university in Wuppertal, Germany about five years earlier.  Kansas now had only one year left to complete his degree within the prescribed period of time.  This was why he had not renewed his contract to teach a third year in the local high schools.
It should be noted that before coming to Japan,  Kansas had done home-stays with families in every country he had ever worked or studied in, including Germany, Spain, Mexico, and France. Through such experiences, Kansas had gained much insight into these cultures and the lives of individual citizens in each land while working, living, and studying in these different households.  He had also begun a lifelong diary writer of sorts and was always reflecting on what he had done or saw.
In Japan, Kansas had run up against a  cultural wall of sorts.  Since many urban and rural Japanese live in fairly small homes which many of them refer to as “rabbit hutches”, very few Japanese feel they have room for guests to stay with them.  This situation thus certainly posed a good argument for not offering foreigners insight into their daily lives.  This was likely why during the two years Kansas had lived in Niigata Prefecture that few Japanese had invited him to stay over.  This was true even if they were Japanese who were otherwise active and interested in the process of “internationalization”.  

In the seaside Itoigawa town, where Kansas was living and teaching at three local public schools, there was generally more room in size of homes, where potentially  visitors might overnight. So, in the final one of his six semesters teaching in Itoigawa, Kansas --in the Japanese way--had indirectly approached one Japanese family, who had family ties or connections to his alma mater back in his home state.  He talked with this family about  his dream of doing a longer home-stay in a Japanese household.  In turn,  this family then asked another family they knew well if they would host Kansas before he left Niigata Prefecture, the most famous rice growing and saki producing prefecture in that country.
As it turned out, Kansas knew the Tomie family already; both adult males in the household were in the Kendo-club and had invited Kansas to join the clubs practices in Itoigawa town the year before.  Kendo is a Japanese martial art, which is quite similar to the form of competition and training in swordsmanship that Samurai in Japan had been practicing for many centuries.  However, the sword or stick used in Kendo is only made of wood for many obviously important safety and training purposes.

The oldest resident of the Tomie house and at 82-years of age was the grandfather or ojii-san.  Ojii-san practiced weekly with his son, Takoshi, and others in the Kendo club.  Along with Ojii-san and  Takoshi  in the Tomie household were Takoshi’s wife, Mazumi, and their four children.  However, one was off at college.  That is why a visitor’s room had become free.  Among other things, during his stay with the Tomie’s, Kansas on several mornings, even managed to get up around 4am to help deliver the newspapers on the family paper route.
Kansas notes, “As Takoshi and I delivered papers, the sun would begin to peer over the tops of the mountains of the western Japanese Alps between Itoigawa and Nagano Prefecture. During this early morning paper route activity, I not only was able to enjoy the rays of the early morning sun, but I also began to feel more unity with the rhythms of life in rural Itoigawa—especially as we passed farmers heading out to their rice fields for a few hours labor before returning to their homes again for breakfast—followed by their commutes to their primary office jobs.  Meanhwile, these same farmer’s  parents or wives would continue to work the fields or gardens till later in the long day.”
  Obviously, just as in America, most farmers needed another full-time job to get by in post-industrial Japan. 
Kansas continues, “It was the shaven-headed Ojii-san, the most senior member of the Tomie household and my first kendo instructor, who made me feel especially comfortable during my home-stay with the Tomie family.  Often, after returning from one of my three high schools where I worked with various English faculty, I found myself sitting across from the ancient man on the tatami mat floor in the front room playing shogi. Shogi is the traditional Japanese form of chess.  Ojii-san would, of course, always defeat me in that Japanese board game.”  

 “We often spent the time mostly focused on the task at hand: shogi.” Kansas adds,  “Occasionally we tried to communicate in Japanese.  Occasionally, Ojii-san would try out a word or phrase in English.  I was frustrated at times but enjoyed the effort.  We laughed as we stumbled on in our communications.  The ambience created in that small room, with its traditional white sliding Japanese entrance screen, still provides me with many pleasant memories.”

 “During these late afternoon matches, I sipped coffee or drank Japanese tea offered to me graciously by Ojii-san.  Sometimes our conversation drifted from strategies of winning at shogi to kendo—Ojii-san’s favorite topic—or even on to other mundane household matters,” Kansas  related,
“Before sharing more about Ojii-san,” Kansas feels compelled to add. “I need to explain this particular spring my primary high school or base school was busy introducing the new ‘aural/oral English, language syllabi. This meant that the students would have to become used to hearing and listening to normal spoken English.   In early May, upon my return from Guilin area of China, northwest of Canton —which is famous for having  hills rise gnome-like from the rice fields and along the riverbeds—,I began sharing photos of my excursion to teachers and students in my primary high school classes.  For this same reason,  I would even be writing a monologue for an aural portion of that semester’s mid-term exam based upon my experience on that trip to China. Meanwhile, in these classroom listening exams I presented a monologue whereby I shared how in rural China I had been astounded to see many oxen--and virtually no modern technology--employed in the rice fields in China in the region  between Guilin and Canton.”
“To my surprise, some older colleagues at Itoigawa High School who saw these very same photos of mine of the water buffalo pulling the implements in Guilin’s field during  rice planting season, remarked that when they were growing up in Itoigawa not more than 30-some-years earlier, they too had seen many such large beasts of burden working the fields.  I was surprised because they were referring to fields by my apartment and other fields between the sea and mountains where I bicycled to school everyday in Japan.  Modern Japan had left no obvious trace of this rapid transformation to mechanization in the post-WWII era.”

“Wakarimashitaka?”
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            These are Practitioners of Kendo wearing Kendo armor.
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Returning to his main story, Kansas continues, “One evening Ojii-san, Takatoshi, and I were chatting before dinner about school exams.  I then told them about the pictures I was using in the aural exams.  I then presented them both with souvenirs from the area in China I had been in.  I had bought them southwest of Guilin with them, my soon-to-be home stay family, especially in mind.  As I explained the meaning of the gifts for me to them, Takatoshi interjected that his father, this Ojii-san, had been to China.  As I asked Ojii-san about this, we interrupted by the serving of dinner by Takatoshi’s wife calling us to eat at the kitchen table.”
Kansas goes on, “The following day, after observing kendo practice at Itoigawa High School, I decided to bring my pictures from China to Ojii-san, so we could try and communicate about something different.  I came in the genkan or front door and shouted the proper polite Japanese phrase ‘Tadaima’ in the direction of Ojii-san’s room as I began to slip off my shoes.  He replied ‘Irashai’ and got up from the tatami mat floor where he had been watching TV.  Next, Ojii-san motioned  to me to sit down and take some tea.  I nodded my head and asked him if he would like to see some of my photos from China.  He nodded that indeed he would.” 
Kansas nods as he speaks, “I sat down next to Ojii-san with a packet of photos in my hand and politely turned to him in my stumbling Japanese and asked ever-so-indirectly, ‘Takatoshishi said that you were in China.’  I was implying,  ‘Where in China?  Did you go as a soldier?’  I then began to take the small photo album and showed him China and the water buffaloes I’d photographed in the fields there.”

The Ojii-san began to talk.

Immediately, “Kansas” sensed that Ojii-san had a terribly lot to say, and he tried so hard to follow the ancient gentleman’s  words in Japanese as best he could.  Eventually, Kansas began to slip the photos back into the albums as he began to become frustrated by the long narration that was so important to both him and the old man.
“Ojii-san proceeded to tell a very long tale and provided many details and insights which were to forever remain beyond my ability to comprehend--as my Japanese was too poor,”  Kansas” explained “This was because I had come to Japan with virtually no previous Japanese language experience.  Even after 20 months in a rural area of Japan my ability in the native language of most people here remained very limited.  I should add that I am living in an area of Japan where there is no ‘Japanese for foreigner’ courses available for about 100 kilometers in any direction.”
At this juncture, Kansas also felt compelled to explain, “I am trained as a historian as well as a teacher of foreign languages.  That is why since my earliest college days I had begun to learn the methodology  of recording oral histories from often elderly citizens, such as the tales from a 1950s-era civil rights worker in my hometown.  However, after graduating from college, I became more interested in global education.  That is why I have focused especially much on the role of cross-cultural education within foreign language education over recent years.  Nonetheless, I have maintained my interest in history and personal narrations as the decades have passed.”
“For example, after completing my undergraduate studies, I conducted oral histories in both German and English on two continents. During this period, I also completed home-stays of two or more weeks in durations in Mexico, France, Spain, Germany, and England.  In each of these home-stay situations, I had generally far more opportunity to communicate with the members of the host family in a more intimate way than I experienced while living two years in Japan.  Only after living in Itoigawa over a year and a half had I begun to develop the trust necessary to organize my own home-stay.  More importantly, only the improvement of my Japanese language skills had given me courage  enough to approach friends and ask that they help me find a traditional three-generation Japanese household which would be willing to share it’s life with me.”
Kansas said, “Nonetheless, I now found myself in an all-too-familiar situation. Ojii-san was talking away in a 30-minute long monologue—saying things I would very much like to understand.  Therefore, I was very deeply frustrated by my inability to do so.  Nevertheless, gambarimashita—I continued to try my best to comprehend.”

As he continued, Kansas smiled a bit, “Slowly, I was able to decipher much of the following—even as my mind wandered back and forth across several continents recalling different conversations I had had .  These were conversations and interviews I had held with many elders in various lands dating to my first home-stay experience, which was in France back in the 1980s.”

“Wakarimashitaka?”
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Chinese Mountains.
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Ojii-san explained, “When I first went to China . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . my ship . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . .  . . landed at Shanghai . . . . . . . .  . . . . . but . . . . . . .soon . . . . my troops moved . . . . . . . . . . in an isolated . . . . . . . region in the . . . . . . . mountains . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .”

Kansas thought, “ This moment was for me like one of those oft stated “déjàvus”:  that is, I had been in the same situation before.  I am sitting here nodding “Hai” or uh-huh to Ojii-san even to the parts of the narration in Japanese I don’t understand.”

“Years ago, in the first exchange program I was involved in, I had been placed on an isolated farm in the Alsace region of France  at the foothills of the Jura mountains leading into Switzerland.  It was the winter of 1983-1984.  Normally, the family I was living with spoke French and German dialects amongst themselves.  The spoke primarily formal German to me, though. However, prior to going to live and work on their farm, I had never studied either French nor German.  As a matter of fact, in my high school days in my home state of Kansas, I had had no opportunity whatsoever to study any language but English as foreign languages were not offered in many parts of that rural mid-western state’s school districts.”
Kansas continued, “On this farm in rural France, as in rural  Japan, I had had no access to regular language courses. However, on this Alsatian farm, my life seemed particularly isolated as there was also no television in the family room. Nevertheless, , as several members painstakingly attempted to teach me and through a lot of stress and hard-work along with daily practice while living and working with that multilingual farm family after some months, I slowly began to communicate with the family in what I came to understand was close to formal German.”
“I recall particularly one snowy winter night when after listening to a world-news broadcast from Switzerland on the radio I had asked in my stammering German Tante Lydie --Aunt Lydie, the mother in the house--, why she living in such a rural region in the mountains would have any particular interest in what was happing in northern Africa and other remote regions from her experience.  Further, I was wondering: More importantly, why would Tante Lydies family be willing to invite foreigners, like myself, to live and work on their dairy farm as part of a work exchange program.”
“Tante Lydie nodded in the direction of the farm shed just outside the door.  The shed had been occupied by German soldiers most of WWII. Tante Lydie explained, ‘Wir koennen es nicht mehr leisten, von dem Aussenwelt weiter nicht zu wissen.’  That is,  we can’t afford it any longer to know too little about what is happening outside our borders.” 
Kansas added, “Such situations, like that afternoon trying to discuss the past with Ojii-san or that evening with Tante Lydie, always make me acutely aware of my lack of vocabulary and skills in moving important cross-cultural discussions to a level where I can fully participate in the exchange.  I had wanted her to discuss more her interest in the wider world.  I had wanted to know if WWII had impacted her family as much as it had her husband, who was forced to learn only formal German in school during the Nazi-occupation of his home country:  Alsace in France.”
“Wakarimashitaka?”





-4-
Kansas related, “Not two months earlier after taking an all night train south from Itoigawa, I had found myself in two similar situations on a long weekend to the Hiroshima region.  The first of these incidents took place in Miyajima Town across the waters only a short distance from the famous island of the same name.  My plans were to visit Hiroshima and Miyajima. The next encounter, two days later would be just up river from the famous Bridge at Iwakuni.”  

 “Upon my arrival in Hiroshima, I feasted on an order of Hirohima-style yaki-soba, a local specialty, and then checked in exhausted at a local youth hostel.  The very next morning I headed with all my belongings to Heiwakoen or Hiroshima Peace Park.  As I got off the bus, the famous Hiroshima dome, the city’s world famous surviving landmark from the world’s first atomic-bomb attack in 1945, beckoned me at a relatively quiet hour of the day.”
Kansas recalled, “Luckily, no hoards of Japanese high school students were being paraded through the grounds of the Peace Park at 8:15am, approximately the time of day that the U.S. made device had exploded over the city.  At first, I had the area practically to myself.  I was impressed by how quiet or still it was as I crossed a bridge at ground zero on August 6, 1945.  I stopped on the bridge for at least a half hour and gazed at the dome’s reflection in the water and basked in the glow of a sunny but relatively cool morning.  Slowly, the pace of city traffic began picking up as more and more residents of metropolitan Hiroshima made their way to their offices.”
“After observing the growing tide of visitors—some meditating in the park, others just taking photographs--, I finally arrived at the museum in the park which documents the explosion and the repercussions of the bomb in Hirsohima.  Not only is the death, suffering, and cancer  documented there, but also observations are made on the way of life in war-time Japan was for its citizens and those in forced labor.  One exhibition noted that many child laborers were used in the war.  Later, back outside in the park, I came across a somber memorial to the children who had been abused by working for industries in Japan during the war.” 

Kansas continued, “The visit to the Peace Museum and Park left me somber and heavy, too.  As I came out of the museum grounds around noon, I determined to do something more uplifting and headed out on the tram to Miyajima town.  From the port, I quickly to a boat across to the gorgeous island and temples—which beckon many of my own students who are juniors in high school and making their educational excursion south each autumn.”
One of Kansas’ hobbies is photography, and he later spent most of the day taking photos around the beautiful estuary where Miyajima island is situated as the tide was going out.  Later, he walked among the temples and shrines and even hiked to the top of the mountain.  Around dusk, he hiked back down again after most other tourists had left the isle for the mainland.  This left the island to its main residence—deer or more specifically the famous deer of Miyajima.  With stars overhead, Kansas took one of the last boats back.  He then trudged up a hill to the Miyajima youth hostel and checked in.  Famished, he headed immediately back toward the port to a restaurant that had a sign posted, serving the local specialty: mussels.  He had in his broken Japanese meanwhile asked around for an inexpensive place to eat and residents all pointed him back to that same location.  There was a curfew at the hostel, so he hurried up, sat down, and ordered a fine local meal at the large family restaurant.  
Kansas continued, “I hadn’t stopped to eat all day.  I was famished!  At 8:30pm I found myself at an Izakaya, ordering two small meals, including a side-order of local scallops and a beer.  At the same time I was eating, I then began to write in my journal.  Suddenly, a haggard man in his 50s motioned to take a seat across from me.”  
Kansas added,  “I should note that in Japan it is not uncommon at all for total strangers to sit down at a table to eat.  I suppose that is because it is a very highly populated land, and personal space for eating is very small or even shared in public spaces.  I ordered a second beer as the man sitting across from me, along with his meal, had his beer already.  So, as we drank together, he introduced himself as Mr. Yamanaka. At first he spoke to me a little in his broken English, but when he discovered that I was teaching in public schools in Japan as an assistant English teacher, he began to mix in a lot of Japanese.”
“It turned out that he, Mr. Yamanaka, was a newly appointed kocho-sensei.  That is, he was  the new school principle at a local elementary school where he had already worked in as vice-principle for several years.  I congratulated him on his promotion and offered him some beer.  Yamanaka-san told me that he had once traveled to America to visit and observe schools in Indiana and California with colleagues of his from here in Japan.  He then asked me how my day in Hiroshima had been. His next question was whether I had gone to see the Peace Park and the Genbakudon—that is, the Hiroshima dome?”
“Since I had just jotted it down in my diary, I recited the whole lists of things I had done and the feelings I had experienced that day—including the activities on Miyajima as well as those earlier at the Hiroshima Peace Park.   Yamanaka-san then inquired whether I would like to drink some sake, Japanese rice whine, with him.  I indicated that I would.”

“Later, he looked thoughtfully at his watch and asked me whether I had enough time to go home with him for about an hour before my youth hostel closed for the night. Yamanaka-san said he would love to introduce me to his family.  I told him what the exact time of the curfew began, and I asked him how we could get to his house.  Mr. Yamanaka said that by taxi his home was only about six or seven minutes away.  Within minutes, and still a bit high from the alcohol, we were being whisked through the streets by taxi further into Miyajima Town away from the harbor.  I marveled at my host-to-be’s hospitality.”

“At the genkan of his abode, I politely took my shoes off as is custom in Japan as Yamanaka-san shouted Tadaima or ‘I am home’. The new kocho-sensei then explained to his wife  how he had come to have a surprise guest that night.  Next, he shouted for both his father and his son—who happened to be home from college on spring break—to come and sit down with me.  Within seconds, we were in the family daidokoro—kitchen—and seated at the table.  We drank more sake and chatted excitedly. 
“Yamanaka’s ojii-san nodded to me with a big smile.  He was very short, chubby, and with long white hair.  This ojii-san must have been in his eighties and seemed to be the most overtly excited individual in the room.  Slowly, he began to ask me several relatively simple questions in Japanese.”
“Suddenly, another elderly person entered the kitchen.  This turned out to be ojii-san’s wife.  She sat beside him much more quietly than her energetic husband. Then, just as his own son had done earlier to me in the restaurant bar,  Yamanaka’s ojii-san asked me what I had been up to all that day.  I then proceeded to tell the same tales about Hiroshima and Miyajima that I had told Yamanak-san an hour earlier.  Then, with the blessing of alcohol hanging over all of us, I boldly asked whether ojii-san had witnessed the genbakudon or the atomic explosion.”
“Yamanaka’s ojii-san shook his head. ‘No’ he replied and then winked in the direction of his wife.  He explained that he had been assigned by the Japanese railroad commission to spend the war in China running the railroads during the occupation.  Then, with a chuckle that caught me off-guard, ojii-san added that his wife or Obaa-chan had lived in Hiroshima at the time—only a few kilometers from the epicenter of the blast at ground zero.  He said that is why he called her his little wife ‘genbaku-chan’.  Chan is the diminutive form of san in Japanese, so he was calling his wife “my little atomic bomb girl”.

“My mouth dropped.  I could hardly believe how special this encounter was turning out to be.  However, as I tried to communicate with these two octogenarians in Japanese I struggled ever so much—even as the son and grandson offered to try and help me comprehend what they were telling me.  Finally, I formulated one question my curiosity led me to ask, ‘Do any members of your family suffer from bomb related diseases, like Leukemia?’”

“All three generations of the family shook their heads, ‘No.’”

“My mouth dropped again in amazement that the evil of the bomb had passed over all three generations.”

Kansas continued stuttering, “You mean that all generations of your family that have lived here in Hiroshima are sitting in front of me and none of you are suffering any related illnesses?  I thought this is all certainly a miracle.”

By this time it was getting late, Kansas had also reached the utter limits of his Japanese language skills and needed to make his curfew, “I was frustrated, but I could not have probed deeper into this Japanese family’s experience in the post-atomic era of modern Japan.  Even though all our tongues were loosened by the alcohol, I had not acquired the Japanese language facility to delve deeper—even though as a historian through my B.A. degree, I would have loved to have learned so much more.  All kinds of questions passed through my head in English—but how to put them into Japanese:  that is a difference activity!”

“So, finally, I simply allowed the conversation to turn to lighter topics, and soon, as we parted, I said good-night to Yamanaka’s family. I was driven back to my hostel for the night by another member of the Yamanaka family.  What wonderful and special hosts they were!”
“Wakarimashitaka?”
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Above is Genbaku Dome or Hiroshima Dome near the Peace Park in Hirsohima City, Japan.
Below is Myajima Island and Shrined in Hiroshima Prefecture, Japan.
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All the while, the Tomie family’s  Ojii-san in Itoigawa, where Kansas worked and was doing his two-week home-stay, continued to explain in his mother tongue, a difficult and colloquial Japanese dialect the following, “On a short patrol . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . through . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .those Chinese mountains . . . . . .my fellow troops . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .and I . . . . . . . got . . . . . . . . . . . .pinned . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .down on . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a hill . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  We were . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . stuck . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . in a cross-fire . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .for seven . . . . . . . . . . . whole days . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .We . . . . . . . . . hadn’t brought . . . . . . . . . . enough . . . .food  . . . . . . . . for but a . . . . . . . . . . . . . .single day . . . . . . . . . . . . . Worse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .we had . . . . . . . . . . . . .had no  . . . . . . .extra . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .water . . . We suffered . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .horrrrrrrrribly . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .We thought  . We  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .were done for . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . After one week, though, . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . suddenly . . . . . . . . . .the shooting stopped . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . By this time, I  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .become very very weak . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Soon, I caught . . . . . . . . . . . malaria . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .”

Kansas was thinking, “I was missing so many key ideas Ojii-san was trying to relate.  My mind is beginning to wander again.” 
 
“My mind returned again to Hiroshima where I had been earlier in my thoughts.  From Miyajima Town that very next morning I took a slow train south a few more kilometers to the famous Bridge at Iwakuni Town, which I had read about in my guide book.  This famed architectural wonder is a five arched pedestrian bridge made of wood.  It is one of the more beautiful examples of classical oriental architecture!”

After wandering around viewing the structure and photographing it from many angles, Kansas slowly crossed over the five arches and onto the opposite bank where he continued walking along up the river admiring the blossoms of the cherry or sakara trees as well as the many other flowers in bloom in the private gardens nearby.  Further upstream, “Kansas” came upon a small picnic table in front of a restaurant that had not yet opened.  He walked over to the vending machine and bought a can of orange juice and sat down. There he could do his journaling and still continue to admire the distant wooden arches of the Iwakuni Bridge.  Also, along the banks of the river--just below him—Kansas could admire a few elderly Japanese bending over and working in small gardens that sunny spring morning.

Kansas continues his retelling, “I was sitting and writing some sentences down describing the view of the bridge and the surrounding scenery—as well as jotting down a short description of the events from the previous night in Miyajima with the Yamanaka family when one of the elderly men working in his garden below from me began to make his way back up the bank and then proceeded to come in my direction.  It soon became clear to me that he owned the restaurant behind me.  The elderly gardner took off his gardner’s hat or kasa and startled me by starting to speak in fairly clear English.  He asked me several questions, but then he seemed to run out of things to say in English, and we both switched over to speaking Japanese and a mixture of the two tongues, which is commonly known jokingly as  Japlish.”


Kansas asked the ancient gardner, “What is the name of the river flowing in front of us?”


The native replied with a very slow pronunciation, “Nishi-ki-gawa.” Then he crouched to the ground and began to write the Chinese symbols or kanji in the dirt, spelling out the three parts of the river’s name.  Then, he wrote the pronunciation of each kanji in roman letters or romanji below the Japanese kanji. 

Kansas continues, “The elderly restaurant owner and gardener then asked me if I were an American soldier because of my short or close-cropped hair.  I indicated that I wasn’t.   Then, because I had not often met men his age in rural areas of Japan willing to try and speak to me at length in either Japanese or English as he had already done, I boldly asked him whether he had been a soldier abroad.  He shook his head indicating that he had not been abroad in WWII.  However, later as a young man it had been required of him at local school for adults to learn spoken English due to the presence of the former occupying American military troops there.  Even now there is still an American military force stationed at a base near Iwakuni.”

“At that moment it occurred to me that this must have been growing up as a boy near Hiroshima or at least the Iwakuni area in the last days of the second world war. When I asked, the old native responded, ‘Hai’.  He had been right here in this area.  He spent his childhood during the Japanese Imperialist War years going to school, working on the local farms, and fishing right there on the banks of the Nishi-ki-gawa river passing in front of us now.”

“Next, I mentioned that I had been to the Peace Park in Hiroshima the day before and I was wondering if he had actually seen the bomb explode? The old man replied again, “Hai!”  He had been working in his garden below us that very morning..  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the pikka or “great light”. A few seconds later he heard the don or “great explosion”.  He was telling me that pikkadon meant “atomic explosion”.”


“Finally I asked him whether many people fled to his home village from Hiroshima after the pikkadon.  The Japanese man said something, but I’m not sure I know what he meant.  I understood him to say that he had known a lot of people affected by the bomb.”

Later, as Kansas was departing, he asked the old man his age.  The man shared that he was nearly eighty years old but did not expect to live much longer.  Kansas told this ojii-san that he was still very young.  Kansas explained that his own obaa-chan or “little old grandmother” had gotten remarried at the age of eighty. She was  now 90-years old and they were together still.  Kansas also promised to come back to Iwakuni and visit and chat with the elderly man again some time, “Maybe in ten years, I will come right back here looking for you under this tree in front of your restaurant.”

The old man replied, “Hai, wakarimashita.”
Here is the famous Kintai-Bashi Bridge of Iwakuni.
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Tomie’s Ojii-san was still continuing to tell his story of his life during the Great War, “. . . . . . .For nearly . . . . . . . . . . . . six months . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .I . . . . . . . . . . . had . . . . . . . . . . . continued to suffer from  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .malaria in . . . . . . . . China . . . . . . . . I  . . . . . . . . . . almost died . . . . . . . . . . . . before . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . I was sent back to . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Niigata Prefecture in . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Japan  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . where he had . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .been born  . . . . . . . . . . . . and . . . . . . . . raised.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . When  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . I became healthier I was . . . . . . . . . . . . . . put in charge of teaching students in  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . high schools  . . . . . . . . . throughout  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .the region the . . . . . . . . martial art of kendo . . . . . . . . . . . . . even at Itoigawa Shoko . . . . . . . .

Kansas thought, “Itoigawa Shoko or the city’s technical high school  was one of the high schools I have been teaching at for the prefecture, too.  I knew, too, that when the occupying powers came to Japan in the late 1940s they had banned kendo being taught as it had been claimed to be  a martial art supposedly tied into the militarism of Japan in the decades leading up to and through WWII.  With this knowledge, I did not lose sight of the fact that this ojii-san of mine had taught the art to students right up through the end of WWII.  I wanted to ask more about this practice of kendo and what the symbolism or significance was of this martial art in both today’s democratic- and the former undemocratic-Japan as part of the education of Japanese youth.”

“Still, frustrated with my inability to follow more closely what Ojii-san was telling me, my mind soon recalled other meetings with older individuals I had had in Europe previously. Specifically,  my mind focused on an encounter in Germany with the father of a friend of mine, Monika Thoelking, on her family farm north of Cloppenburg one Christmas break in the late 1980s.  One afternoon I went out for a walk around the north German farm with Herr Thoelking.  As we walked around his farmstead, we chatted about his traveling in America and Germany and about Americans he had known in both places.”

“Herr Thoelking mentioned, though, that he had learned to know many more British soldiers after the war, especially as he had been imprisoned for a few months at the end of the war in the British occupied sector. Therefore, he said he spoke a bit more British English than American English.  Herr Thoelking proudly shared that he had gathered a huge English language vocabulary at that time as he had also tried to read novels in English.”
Kansas remarked to Herr Thoelking  that he was surprised to hear that the father of her friend had been in prison in WWII.  He then asked Monika’s father to tell him more.
“Herr Thoelking explained that he had been released from British prison camps in early autumn 1945.  At that point, just as was the case and living conditions for the many post-war Japanese survivors in Japan that same year, the local German population was on the verge of total starvation and crops needed to be harvested.  Finally, the Allied forces agreed that it would certainly be good and proper  if all those German war prisoners, mostly soldiers who had not been guilty of any war crimes, would be released to return to the farms and get the harvest of potatoes in before winter.  Therefore, Herr Thoelking and his friends from the German army who had managed to survive the war were released from allied prisons to go help their families and their neighbors with the September harvests on the German farms.”
Kansas added, “Hitler had had a special appreciation for and political support from farmers.  Therefore, he had allowed the oldest sons to stay near their families homes as soldiers during WWII.”

“At that point Herr Thoelking announced that the British occupation, in fact, had not been the first time during that war that he, himself,  had been imprisoned.  Two years earlier, in 1943 as news of Italy’s surrender to the Allied for the first time arrived in Germany, soldier Thoelking had  made the mistake of openly speaking his feelings.  Upset, young and  brash,  Herr Thoelking had muttered loudly for all his comrades to hear, ‘Das wird wohl das Ende sein!’ or ‘That is the end.  It’s over!’”

“Immediately,  a German officer had Herr Thoelking arrested and court-martial proceeding was begun against him for his ostensibly having uttered treasonous statements about the future of the Fatherland.  Luckily, as the son of a farmer, he was stationed near his home at that time near Cloppenburg.  So, with the help of friends nearby and a local judge who knew his family intervened.  The charges were soon dropped.  He was then released and continued serving on local patrols till the Allied forces arrived in Northern Germany over a year later.”
Kansas noted, “Later that same day, I shared what I had learned from her father, Herr Thoelking, about his life in prison during and after WWII.  It became immediately clear that Monika had hardly ever broached the topic with her parent.  When I had finished sharing the stories, she looked at me and said with surprise that she didn’t even know that her father had been in prison during or after the war.”

Kansas thoughtfully shared to himself, “Most people don’t like to ask about skeletons in their family’s closet.  However, after WWII the silence over the Nazi-era had been particularly strong in post-war Germany, Austria,  and Japan.  American soldiers coming home from WWI and WWII, too, were of the mold where they did not talk in detail--except to their buddies--about what they had seen, done or did during those violent years.  Many did, in fact,  come home shell-shocked but they were expected to be tough men and get over it all.”

“Wakarimashita?”

This poster states: “Through the lanes we pull our carts begging for food; for this we thank the NAZI Reich.”

This is prison German soldiers at end of WWII.   
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“As Ojii-san continued to talk, I wondered if Ojii-san’s children even knew much of the information he was sharing or trying to share with me this day during our afternoon tea. I wondered if they even knew any details at all about what Ojii-san had thought, felt, and experienced during the last war Japan was involved in about a half century earlier?  Or did they know what it was like for him to grow up in 1930s Itoigawa village at all during the militarization of Japan at that time, let alone what their ojii-san had done during and immediately after that war?” Kansas asked himself.
“Wakarimashitaka?”
This is Kendo gear.  Kendo and all martial arts were banned by the American Occupiers from 1945 to 1947. The U.S. military claimed that they promoted the brand of Japanese militarism that led to WWII
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Ojii-san continued talking as Kansas poured some more tea for themselves.  The elder man said something like the following, “ . . . . . . . I later . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . taught kendo up in Shibata City in the northern part of the prefecture before . . . . . . . . . . . . . .before  . . . . . . . returning  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . to Itoigawa Town and . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .opening up my  . . . . . . . . . . shop . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .right downtown. . . . . . . . . . . . By that time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . the . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . war  . . . . was  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .over. . . . . . . . . . . .”
Next, Kansas thoughts or recollections turned to a different time and a different continent, “I recalled that just after the Gulf War in 1991 I was teaching in the small city of Great Bend, Kansas where I had received a small teaching grant to put together an educational slide program which included conducting oral interviews in the Barton County areas where Great Bend was the county seat.  The theme of the slide show and research was about  the ‘German Speaking settlers of Barton county’.” 
“I had chosen the topic because of a teaching curriculum I had already developed on Kansas history to promote language students awareness of cultural links to the target language—in this case, the German language.  I had discovered that different German groups from all over the former Austro-Hungarian empire and pre-WWI Germany had been recruited  by railroad lines and land recruiters to settle what became Barton County, Kansas.  As a matter of fact, the county had had two German language newspapers in the 1870s and 1880s.  In conducting subsequent research as part of the teaching mini-grant project, I was able to interview several elderly residents of the county who could recall in large detail events which had taken place in their lives decades before.”
Wishing to point out an important caveat on the theme of conducting oral interviews, Kansas added, “I acknowledge that oral interviewing and drawing out memories of events deep in the past does have its limitations.  Memories change with interpretations based on world view, age, experience, and through societal adaptations required in each era.  Also, some individuals look at the past with rose-colored glasses while others don’t really want to talk about things in the past for personal reasons or even due to shame.  Nonetheless, if one can find corroborating material, oral histories can be extremely useful to researchers who are trying to get beyond the facts and statistics to put flesh and bone on the past and how it affects our present.”
“One woman I interviewed in a retirement center in Barton County was 99-years old. She had been born in an Austrian settled community in the northern part of the county and could still speak formal German quite well.  One anecdote that has stuck with me was her tragic tale of the first automobile to arrive in rural Barton County in about 1901.  The elderly woman explained that one rural doctor further north of her village on the county line had bought a motorized vehicle to make his rounds at the turn of the century.  Upon receiving the vehicle that good doctor chose to take it out for a practice spin.”

The woman continued, “That day my father  happened to be driving a horse and buggy on the same road the doctor was coming south on.   Sadly, the horses went into hysteria and started  bucking and then bolted upon seeing the strange new vehicle.  My father was thrown to the ground.  He suffered a terrible head wound and passed away a few months later.”

Kansas, pondering the importance of memory, adds,  “I am certain that such tragic events are almost photographic in character.  The women had shared the story in English first and had retold it some time later in German.  It was essentially the same memorable event regardless of language.  Many other memories of this ancient native bilingual speaker of German and English seemed as crystal clear as when they were originally experienced by her.  This is why I am enthralled when people share such memories.”

“Wakarimashita?”
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These are photos of early motorcars in the United States.
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As he sat listening to Ojii-san talking away, Kansas mulled over those earlier Barton County narrations he had undertaken four years earlier when he had been teaching German to American high school kids, “Another semi-retired resident of the county was named Hubert Oches.  Hubert described to me not only what farm and school life had been like for him in his childhood during the Depression years in a German speaking immigrant family in rural Kansas, but he , also, gave a fairly good description in German about what some of his activities were with the OSS, the forerunner of the CIA, both at the end of WWII in Germany and during the occupation years thereafter.  

“Until the occupation began with the invasion of Germany in 1945, Mr. Oches had been the navigator on air force bombers over Nazi-occupied Europe. However,”  Kansas” noted, “due to his facility in speaking German, Mr. Oches was later assigned in Germany to carry out many special translation duties related to prosecuting war criminals and running the occupation of, in, and around Munich, Bavaria through 1948.  In addition, under the auspices of the OSS, Hubert Oches helped contribute to the setting up of a new international airlines system in central Europe.”
“One of his more troubling duties was ordering the displacement of many Germans from their own homes in Munich, in order that U.S. officers and other occupying troops and staff could live in them during the period of occupation.  In this way, Oches came to oversee the displacement of a one entire neighborhood of Munich where several blocks of houses had managed to withstand the Allied bombing of that city.”  
“Oches was told to go into that neighborhood and inform the residents that their homes were being requisitioned for an unknown duration.  Secondly, he had to organize the inventory of all these homes for these residents to make certain that American troops and officers, in their desire for post-war souvenirs to be sent back home, did not loot these properties.  While this was an unpleasant task, indeed, Ochse noted, ‘Some of the residents who had been moved or kicked  out of their own homes were soon allowed back in to oversee their property as either maids, butlers or gardeners for the occupying authorities.’”
“Hubert Oches enjoyed the excitement of the occupation and being allowed to contribute to the building of a new nation after Germany’s surrender.   Specifically, he is very proud of having helped set up the first all-European network of airlines after the fascists had been defeated.  Nonetheless, despite his enjoying the responsibilities that the war had afforded him, in 1948 Oches returned to the U.S to start his Kansas life over in Great Bend city where he still owned car dealerships.  He only returned for the first time to Germany and Munich again in the mid-1980s as part of a tour of Europe with his wife.  As she didn’t speak any German, the couple had opted to go on a package tour for Americans.  Finally, in Munich, whereby Hubert Oches felt he knew the city and its history fairly well, Oches and his wife determined to prepare to leave the American tour group to go off on some short tour by themselves.  Nevertheless, since Munich had continued to change quite a bit in the intervening decades, former officer and navigator Hubert Oches approached and asked the young German female tour guide for a set of directions out to Dachau, the infamous Nazi-era concentration camp north of the city.”
“Mr. Oches related how the young Bavarian tour guide responded irritably to his request for help in making his way out to Dachau.  She asked with derision, ‘Don’t you know that the stories about the atrocities at Dachau are made up or are in general exaggerated.  Why do you want to go out there?’”
“Hubert Oches, former translator out at Dachau and in Southern Germany after the war, responded with loud and angry indignation and in the best German he could to the young Bavarian women: ‘Das stimmt ueberhaupt nicht!  Ich war da in dem Lager am Ende des Krieges!’ or  That is absolutely incorrect!  I was there in the camp immediately at the end of the war!”  

Kansas noted with some pride, “Later, in mid-1989, at the end of that same decade, Mr. Oches helped translate again in Germany as part of a delegation from Great Bend’s Sister-City International program when it went to a small town in southwest Germany, Villengen-Schwenningen, to help form an international peace partnership just as the Berlin Wall was about to come down.  This school-to-school partnership program had been started in the mid-1980s when the local high school in Great bend began to offer German language for the first time in decades.”

Kansas noted with pride in his voice, “I was running that very exchange program between high schools the year I met Mr. Oches and I conducted the interviews about German speaking settlers of Barton County.”

“Wakarimashitaka?”



Dachau photo from the month, April 1945, of the camp’s liberation.  A civilian breaks down at seeing the half-burnt body of one of the camps inmates.  Dachau was the first NAZI concentration camp and became the model for most of the thousands that followed. Thirty-six thousand from all over Europe died here.  Hundreds of thousands of others suffered here—many being sent to other camps.
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Ojii-san stated with a chuckle, “ Before . . .  . . . . . . . . . . .going to China I . . . . . . . . . . . . had never . . . . . . . . . .learned to speak Chinese . . . . . . . . . . . . . [laughing] . . . . . . . There had been . . . . . . no . . . . . . foreign teachers or Assistant Language Teachers [ALTs] of Chinese to teach us . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . ‘living Chinese’ . . . . . . .  . . . We knew soldiers only knew the Chinese kanji or symbols used in. . . . . . . . our own alphabet . . . . . . . prior to the war . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . .  I knew how to read . . . . . . . . . . kanji . . . . . . . which helped only a . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .little . . . . . . . . .  . . . in . . . . . the . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . mountain village where we . . . . . . . . . . . .were . . . . . . . . .  .stationed . . . . .  . . . Only . . . . . . . .  . through writing . .  in the sand or on scraps of paper. . . .  at first . . . . . . . . could . . . . . . . . . . . we make ourselves . . . . . . . . .  . . . . .  . . . understood  . . . .  . . .  or .communicate with the villagers. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . I slowly . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  learned to  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . speak quite a  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a bit of the . . . . . . . . . . local . . . . . .tongue  . . . . . . . . . . . . or dialect before . . . . . . . . . I was sent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . back to . . . . . . . . . Japan.”
One last time, Kansas’ mind was wandering, “This unequal conversation with Ojii-san reflects a great deal both my life-long preoccupations with learning and my occupation: teaching.  My occupation in Japan was to be an assistant language teacher--or ALT--as part of one of the largest cultural educational exchange efforts ever undertaken.  The program was called the Japanese Exchange Teacher (JET) and  it had brought annually up to 10,000 foreigners to live and work in public and private schools throughout the islands of the formerly fairly isolated economic superpower.  The government creators of the program sought to promote the developed of more well-rounded or international citizens in the 21st century.”  

“However, the JET program was remarkable in two important areas of neglect for an exchange program of its size. First, it required effectively little or no foreknowledge of the Japanese language on behalf of the participants or the incoming teachers. Second, little or no Japanese language training opportunities were made available to many of those ALTs who were located in rural prefectures.  I,  myself, had the opportunity only about once a month to meet with a tutor of Japanese who lived several kilometers away from me..  Meanwhile, at work I was generally expected to speak in English most of the time in the teacher’s lounge, while planning lessons, or when I was team-teaching in the classroom.”
“By the end of my two-year stint in Japan, it was obvious to me that as more and more participants in the JET program—such as ones from places like the Philippines, China, India, Australia, Africa and Europe as well as America—came to remote areas of Japan that more should be done in the way of integrating them into the local community:  This could be done via more assistance in acquiring the Japanese language and through more cross-cultural communication training for all of those involved in the exchange efforts.  An alternative would be to use the arm of civil society through organizations, like sister-city international which directly makes partners of communities across the region and globe in thus promoting more people-to-people exchanges.  Japan needs to take this seriously because long-remaining cultural memories of Japanese imperialism  continue to affect  relations between Japanese people, the Japanese state, and peoples of the other nations in the Pacific.”
“You see,” Kansas went on, “it is eventually important for all of us to observe how our own unexplored skeletons-in-one’s-closet can stop rapprochement among peoples across or within national borders. It leaves mistrust or suspicion that is passed down over generations.   In my own homeland a lot of undiscussed history is all to prominent in communities.  Yet debate on interpreting history has continued and will continue to stunt intercultural understanding in my homeland if memories that raise suspicion continue to be neglected or ignored.  This is true in America even in communities where there is good-will to realize closer cross-cultural ties.”

“One of the most important things to do once the will to discover and discuss is present is to learn to speak the same language as the other.  The second, step is “to establish contact with the past literally, before we can handle the present with any depth.’   The phrase comes from authorAlter Van Tilberg Clark of the Ox-Bow Incident fame.  The  Ox-Bow Incident is a classic Western tale which emerged popular in America during the 1940s and 1950s—an era bridging WWII and the days of the Red Scares in the U.S.  The novel’s readers and the movie audiences were revealed the darker side of cowboy vigilantism in the U.S.—my homeland’s--history.    The movie came for the Ox-Bow Incident with Henry Fonda in the lead.  In both this movie and the TV special, Twelve Angry Men, Henry Fonda reminded Americans that there both historical evidence and good sound memory of what events actually took place were needed for  just ice and understanding.”
Kansas added,   “I, however, stress also that a common language of sort is needed before we can have more accurate, fair, and more common memory and interpretation of history.”
“Wakarimashitaka?” [image: image15.jpg]
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Suddenly, as “Kansas” was pondering what Ojii-san was then trying to say, Masumi Tomie, Ojii-san’s daughter-in-law, entered the room, interrupted their game of shogi,  and asked Ojii-san and Kansas to immediately join the family for dinner.  The conversation was over.
“Wakarimashitaka?”


  

  

  

 These are photos from a Japanese rice planting festival. 
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