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Japan Center for Michigan Universities
Anna Koerber

Being a student at Japan Center for Michigan
Universities is tough. During finals the stress is
high to give a perfect presentation in Japanese for
5 minutes. To distract myself from the pressures
I found myself dreaming of beautiful warm
places in Japan. Googling this subject one night
I saw the islands of Amami Oshima. That same
night I booked a plane ticket and room with a
host family in Setouchi. As an objective I wanted
to stay somewhere I could experience the local
island life, not tourist life. Therefore, until the
day I arrived, there were no plans on how to
navigate from the top of the island to the bottom
of the island. Only, having no idea how to travel
across the island did not concern me. My only
thought was, “I will be sure to make a story of
it.” Everyone who goes abroad always has these
amazing stories, but 8 months in Japan and I
didn’t have one. This trip became mine.

Upon arrival I was able to find a bus
information center. All excited to have a ticket
in stow and ready for the journey, outside was
raining. It wasn’t the ideal warm weather start
I had envisioned, but none the less exciting.

I tried getting on three busses and each time
I was told “this is not the ‘Shima Bus’ please
wait.” Waiting for the bus took me back to
times when I was a young child. Around
Christmas there is so much excitement built
up for opening presents. That final night you
cannot sleep you are so full of anticipation to
open those presents, a smile is glued to your

face. That was me waiting for the bus. I knew
once I got on this bus the anticipation of travel
would wear off and reality would come back.
With only a picture of the building I would

be staying at and the name of the city; I found
worties creep in my mind. Every few minutes

I was the one passenger who asked, “What’s
the name of this city? How far to Setouchi?
Where do I transfer busses? Please help me.”
What an amazing bus driver I had. She was
very kind and considerate of my Japanese level.
I ended up transferring half way through my
journey where I waited for another two hours.
The next bus I boarded, there she was again.
Continuing on my journey I loved to look out
the window. It was a mix of tall Spider Monkey
trees covering the mountains or waves crashing
over long sandy beaches. Depending on what
you could see I would hop from side to side in
the bus for the best view outside. Like a child

I couldn’t contain the excitement and awe I
felt being in Amami. It was a kind of Japanese
culture I had not experienced.

It was sunset by the time I arrived in
Setouchi. Setouchi comes from the “Seto
Inland Sea” since it’s a port city they have the
most breathtaking sunsets. My life felt like
a movie with myself as the lead character.
Confusion came as the bus driver searched for
my host family. Many passengers on the bus
stayed behind because they were concerned I
was not going to find them. After the driver
found a phone number, I was greeted by the
manager of the rooms. To my surprise he spoke
perfect English. He never studied abroad, only
“Memorized all the words in [his] school’s
English textbooks.” My roommate arrived the
night before; older than me he was also Japanese.
It came to my attention no American ever visited
the lower regions of the island I was staying, I
was the first American many people had seen.
This led to many interesting experiences down
the road. For example, children running up to

me asking questions in the streets,
cars driving by taking pictures, older
citizens waiting in the street to flag me
down and more.

Since it was so late, my host family
prepared what American’s call a “five
course meal” and all the most delicious

food I've had in Japan. I could not tell you
what the names of the food was, but only

trust me when I say it was the best food you will
have in Japan. The first night was perfect. I had
made it to my host family in one piece. My room
was an old English Cram School building, not
luxurious, but perfect for me. I had a balcony
and spent a large portion of the night watching
the peaceful port city sleep. The only sounds to
be heard were very loud frogs across the street.
My roommate found these frogs unpleasant, but
I saw it as the beautiful nature to be found in
Amami.

Squinting my eyes I rolled over in bed still
exhausted from yesterday’s travels. Hearing
the scuffles of my roommate up I decided I
had to yank the covers off too. We started
off as strangers, but simply after one night I
had already agreed to go mountain hiking at
night for starry pictures. It simply boiled down
to: “he has a car, he seems nice, and he was
fun to talk to, let’s be friends.” On separate
ferry boats we both departed to the island of
Kakeroma. My destination was to the port of
Ikemma in the southern region of Kakeroma
and he went towards Seso. As the ferry was
approaching the island I could see the massive
mountainous terrain. Originally, I thought
I would tackle the island on a bike. Reality
shot the idea down. Looking into the water of
Ikemma port it sparkled and shined a brilliant
aqua teal blue color. Glancing up I noticed
there was three busses waiting for passengers.
Hanging back as people unloaded, a father and
son approached me. He introduced himself as
the tourism manager for Amami Island. I left
the conversation with maps and ferry schedules,
but no plan what to do next. So, I saw three old
ladies get on a bus and decided to jump on. The
only thought was “old ladies know what happens
everywhere and the best places to go. Why not
ask them for advice?” Talking was difficult
because they used traditional language on the




island, Honyu. We could communicate, but not
past much basic communication.

It felt awkward being alone in the bus with
the driver. I cannot recall who broke the ice
first, but the subject came up of how I found
Kakeroma. “Why did you come here? How can
you speak Japanese?” I continued to explain
how I found a beautiful picture online and I
wanted to go somewhere warm where I could
experience unique Japanese culture. From
that point on he would say, “Look, please get
out. There is a beautiful picture, please take a
picture.” He wanted to make sure I enjoyed my
time on Kakeroma and got the best pictures. We
talked about his family, tourism, fun activities,
life on the island and pretty soon he felt like a
friend. Half an hour passed as we continued our
road trip together up to the next port. There
was a vending machine along the way where he
kindly bought me a drink. During our drink
break he stepped away to make a phone call.
Smiling when he came back, he told me that
his wife and daughter were coming. Confused
I pondered this for a second. “What is going
on? Did I say something wrong? Why is his
wife coming? Did the van break down?” Then
I met his wife and daughter. She greeted me
with a hug and “Hello, I'm Risa. Please let me
show you around today.” I remember them
smiling so much just because I could talk to
them and wanted to spend time with them. All
day I was continually amazed by the generosity
and kindness they showed me. We traveled
to many tourist locations such as water falls,
beaches, whale lookouts, went hiking and more.
However, the best memories came when I was
able to interact with the locals and my ‘one day
host family.” They taught me about the history
of the island. They showed me local shops and
gardens. One shopkeeper had a son about two
years old. She would give him a cup noodle to

give customers. The boy looked blankly up to
his mother as he started to peel off the wrapper
on the noodles. She smiles and says, “next year
he will be ready.” How she said it I knew she was
very proud of her son. I felt happy to see how
much love the shopkeeper had for her son.

Mid-day we made a stop at a house. When
I entered the house my host mom told me it
was her father and mother-in-law’s residence.
They also greeted me with hugs and served me
traditional island sweets. The closest I could
identify the sweet to was hardened sugar can
squares. After introductions, my host mom
was asked to perform the traditional music of
Amami. Some may say it was no different than
a banjo performance, but to me it was beautiful.
The way she sang and played her instrument
held so much emotion it took a lot of control
to contain how blessed and fortunate I felt to
have the opportunity to meet them. At the end
of her performance I wanted to give her a hug
in thanks. My time in Amami had developed
further into a plot in a Hallmark movie. All day
the kindness of people on these islands never
stopped amazing me.

Night began creeping upon us as the
sunset descended. Saying goodbyes is always
tough, but saying goodbye to my “one day
host family” was harder because I did not
know when I would see them again. Riding
back I saw a sailboat in the distance and
found myself dreaming of living on these
islands. Thinking of all I had learned from
my Kakeroma host family, I want to know
more about the history and culture of the
Amami Islands.

Back in my room I dropped my bag and fell
asleep. I woke to my roommate sighing heavy in
relief. “Anna, you scared me. I thought you got
lost and I was worried I left you behind.” A light
bulb went off when I remembered we had agreed

e ]

to meet at Koniya port to go mountain viewing.
Apologizing several times bowing, I repeated
“sumimasen deshita.” He laughed at my sincere
attempt to perform the proper etiquette; my
English accent somehow was entertaining.
Standing outside on Mount Kochi, I kept
bouncing my feet and peeling my eyes open
hoping to adjust to the darkness fast. The habu
snake was known for its nighttime travels and
I was not about to be a snack. Never the less,
I pulled out my camera and tried to capture
the beauty of the night sky in Setouchi. The
silhouettes of Spider Monkey trees and telephone
poles were the only visible shapes. I wanted to
spend all night just looking up. Trying to take in
and memorize every detail about the night sky,
I found myself reflecting on the day. Everything
about the trip was perfect. While I had come
across kindness before in Japan, it never felt more
hospitable than the people of Amami. Strangers
genuinely cared about my well-being. They
offered food, housing, transportation, and most
importantly a welcoming like family and friends.
Leaving the people, the sounds, the smell, and
the scenery caused my heart to ache, but without
a doubt I know because of this I will return
again. I fell in love with this small island and
its culture. I want everyone to know how kind,
generous, funny, loving, and open-minded the
people of Amami are. They have touched my life
forever and I am eternally grateful to have met

these people.
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Suburban Collection Showplace, Novi
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Ann Arbor Restaurant Week

Downtown Ann Arbor
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e o SUF$5-T4F—$28
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http://annarborrestaurantweek.com
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Zehnder’s Snowfest

Frankenmuth, Ml
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e Plymouth Ice Festival
1B12B(£)-14H(R)

¢ Village of Rochester Hills-
Fire and Ice Festival
1A19H(&)-21H(R)
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Fox Theater, Detroit

1A 238 (k)

e $37.50-$57.50

M&tt: 313-471-6611
www.olympiaentertainment.com
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Fox Theatre
www.olympiaentertainment.com

e 3A1H-4AH PAW Patrol Live!
*3HA30H-31H Sound of Music
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Japan Business Society of Detroit
42400 Grand River Ave.
Suite 202, Novi, MI 48375
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