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Heritage is a powerful and contentious concept. What
aspects of the past deserve to be preserved and
remembered long into the future? Who gets to decide?
What role does heritage play in the contestation and
construction of local, regional, and national identities?
And how might heritage attract visitors and revitalise
communities? In May 2016 a group of 10 students from
the National University of Singapore explored these
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questions and more in a course taught by Dr. Chris
McMorran in the Department of Japanese Studies, which
included ten days in northern Kyushu.

The course began with four days of classroom learning at
NUS, where students investigated scholarly theories
about heritage and learned about different forms of
heritage designation in Japan. They also experimented
with various research techniques that they would use in
the next part of the course.

Next, the group traveled to northern Kyushu, where they
spent several days in Fukuoka, Tsushima, Nagasaki, and
Hashima (often called Gunkanjima, or “Battleship Island”).
In each location students investigated the intersections of
heritage and tourism found in contemporary Japan. They
visited a number of UNESCO and nationally-listed
heritage sites and met academics and others
knowledgeable about the issues surrounding heritage
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designation, maintenance, and promotion.

Highlights included the following:

- A homestay in Tsushima. Despite being a crucial link
between Japan and continental Asia, the island has long
felt ignored by the rest of the country. As its population
ages and shrinks it is turning to tourism to support its
economy, finding value in both its past and its natural
beauty.

- A lecture by Professor Brian Burke-Gaffney, from the
Nagasaki Institute of Applied Science. This expert on the
Nagasaki Foreign Settlement spoke to the group at
Glover Garden about the site’s long and complicated
history and contemporary value as a heritage site.

- Additional visits to Kushida Shrine, Dazaifu Shrine, and
Shofukuji Temple in Fukuoka, plus Dejima, Hashima, and
the Atomic Bomb Museum in Nagasaki.
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Photo above: Students look on as a guide describes life on Hashima
(Gunkanjima, or Battleship Island)

Students not only visited and learned about widely-
recognized heritage sites, but they reflected more broadly
on the meaning of heritage and its tangible and intangible
aspects.

Participant Caryl Wong: Hashima, or Gunkanjima
(Battleship Island), was an important undersea coal
mining location. This secures its 'value' as a key symbol of
Japan's rapid industrialisation and modernisation in the
Meiji era. Its value is recognised, validated and
propagated by its status as UNESCO World Heritage Site.
However, heritage comes in bite-sized forms too. For
instance, on one research assignment in Nagasaki |
discovered a kissaten which has been in the same place
for 28 years. It has its own pool of regulars (mostly local,
mostly elderly or middle-aged) who regard their little
reading spot with great affection. In other words, this
kissaten has value for them. Heritage is something that
we want to protect, preserve and leave to the future
generations to enjoy. Chatting with the owner and regular
customers, | truly felt that this is the sort of sentiment and
affection with which they regarded the kissaten. In fact,
this place has more value to them than any site
recognized by UNESCO. This is the beauty of heritage.

Participant Cedric Lim: In Nagasaki, one finds a black
cenotaph marking the hypocenter of the atomic bombing
that occurred on August 9, 1945. The cenotaph serves as a
memorial for all those injured and killed by the bomb.
While at the park, | saw elementary school-kids reciting a
pledge and presenting offerings on the cenotaph before
observing a minute of silence as their teachers look on.
Perhaps this is a way the older generation passes on the
message of the importance of peace to the next
generation. The price of peace was very costly to pay and
it is the hopes of the current generation that this peace is
remembered, respected and preserved. This desire for
peace constitutes an intangible heritage that the people
of Nagasaki wish to pass to the next generation.

The course concluded with a public presentation of
student research at the Japan Creative Centre on May 27,
2016. The event drew over 40 guests.

All of this learning and sharing was made possible by the
generosity of JCCI, which since 2011 has helped over 60
NUS students participate in this annual field studies
course.



a) Photo on the first page: Students at Dejima, Nagasaki

b) First photo on this page: Professor Brian Burke-Gaffney, from the Nagasaki Institute of Applied Science (center), speaks to
students at Glover Garden, Nagasaki

¢) Second photo on this page: Students at Dazaifu, Fukuoka
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Learn, feel, love — a year of immersing in Japanese ancient arts
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Preparations

| still remember my interview for the scholarship vividly.
Entering the room | gasped as | was greeted by ten suited
Japanese gentlemen staring back at me. | couldn’t
remember much about the questions but it wasn't the
usual ones like “tell me your strengths and weaknesses”
or “why do you think you're a suitable candidate”. They
were more concerned that Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific
University (APU), the university | was applying for, was in
a rural area and that | have issues adapting versus
cosmopolitan Singapore. | assured them that | was
prepared and in fact, | preferred a rural area to big cities
like Tokyo or Osaka, places which are easily accessible and
popular tourist locations. | was keen to experience
another side of Japan. | was notified a month after the
interview, whisked off to the preparations for my Japan
journey. APU is located in Oita Prefecture, Beppu city. The
area was made popular by Kumahachi Aburaya, also
dubbed as the “father of Beppu tourism”, who introduced
Beppu’s hot springs to the world. It was a great case study
for students who studied tourism, but that should be left
to another essay. Though | had not heard of this place
prior to the scholarship, reading about all these
successfully piqued my excitement. | simply could not
wait to set foot in there.

Japanese-y experiences

It was my inaugural Japan trip. However, armed with my
research, | felt as though I knew the country like the back
of my hand. I've also read about wonderful stories on how
the Japanese people are considerate and welcoming with

their omotenashi spirit. Surely there must be some
exaggeration to it?

The first Japanese-y experience | had was on board ANA,
when the cabin crew handed out a nicely packed ‘goodie’
bag with a bottle of water, some snacks and serviettes.
Later | found out from my friend that the Japanese are
shy and refrain from disturbing others, even those who
are servicing them. With this bag you can practically enjoy
the flight without talking to anyone, even the service
crew, much like what the Japanese would prefer. What a
considerate gesture, | thought, and that was the first sign
of my great experience in Japan.

It was my inaugural Japan
trip...I've also read about
wonderful stories on how the
Japanese people are
considerate and welcoming
with their omotenashi spirit...

| was assigned a buddy Haruka Nishinaka. Other than
introducing me to the famous fugu cuisine, | also had my
first homestay experience at her house in Nagoya. | had
requested to experience what a Japanese family would
do, and her family was extremely accommodating. They
introduced me to irori ryori (sunken hearth cuisine), and
gave me a very traditional Japanese new year celebration.
We ate the toshikoshi soba on New Year's Eve, osechi ryori
during New Year's Day, and went to the temple to pray on
New Year’s like most Japanese do. They even patiently
taught me to play the traditional card game hyakunin-
isshu (which | was pretty bad at), and how to make
sukiyaki. | finally found out the difference between
sukiyaki and shabu-shabu! That was my second best
memory in Japan, and | truly experienced the Japanese
omotenashi spirit from them.

‘Mastering’ the language

One of my main objectives of going to Japan was to



master the language. | still consider myself an amateur
now, but my knowledge of the language had significantly
improved during that year. It's a pity that exchange
students weren’t allowed into the school’s intensive
language programme where freshmen had to study 4.5
hours of the language every day, and we only had 1.5
hours of daily language classes. In 11 months, from just
knowing how to introduce myself, | managed to pass level
N3 of the Japanese Language Proficiency Test, a
significant achievement for me. Forcing myself to
communicate in Japanese with the locals contributed to
this.

In APU, most of the orientation activities were
informative with very little games, which were helpful in
getting to know the school, but not so much in getting to
know our peers. It was even harder to make Japanese
friends, because they prefer to keep to themselves. But
since my objectives for this study abroad trip was to
improve my Japanese and learn about the traditional arts,
| knew | had to join one of their clubs, or what they call
‘circles'.

Circles

| chose kendobu (a club for the traditional Japanese
martial art using bamboo swords) and sadobu (Japanese
tea ceremony club) out of the many Japanese circles |
wanted to join. Kendo was exhilarating, and holding the
bamboo sword made me feel powerful. However, |
learned that kendo does not focus on power but instead,
on physical and mental flexibility and speed. There were
much to learn, and | knew that my time in Japan was
short, so | attended every practice to make full use of my
time there. Unfortunately, | didn’t reach the stage of
passing any tests, but the discipline and respect | learned
in the club would always stay with me.

My first real experience with Japanese tea ceremony was
in October 2014, during APU’s tenkusai (sky festival). On
the surface the club was strict with many rules, and can
be a little overwhelming at first, but | fell in love with it
the moment | saw the senpai performing. They made
serving others and performing the ceremony so calm, so
peaceful. As a guest experiencing for the first time, it also
amazed me how Japan managed to keep such a
traditional art alive for so many centuries, yet able to
adapt to the modern society and foreigners. Sadobu has
two practices weekly, and | had never missed a session of
practice ever since joining the club. | practised it nearly
every other day and it quickly became my ikigai (a
Japanese concept, meaning “reason for being”) in Japan. |
also chose it as the topic for my study report, which was

published in the December 2015 issue of this magazine.

A difficult start to the ancient art —sado

At the beginning, my poor mastery of Japanese made
communication with the natives an uphill task. Interaction
with other foreign students was easy as most of them
were more fluent in English and outgoing compared to
the Japanese. There were only around four Japanese
students who were eager to interact with foreigners.
Others seemed to have built a wall and it was difficult to
break it down. In order to minimize this distance between
us, | used my advantage as a foreigner to try to speak as
casually to them as possible. As a foreigner, | was easily
forgiven if | did not use the polite form. | also joined them
for dinners before every practice in order to interact
more. At the start | could not understand them but as my
Japanese improve | would try talking to them, and as they
grew to know me better they would sometimes attempt
to translate to English so that | can be involved. It was
difficult to stick to the dinners as | always felt left out at
the beginning but my efforts paid off. | also tried to host
birthday parties for various members at my dorm and
these gatherings helped us know one another better.

One of the hardest lessons | had to learn was the seiza
position. Initially | couldn’t even stand kneeling for 2
minutes, and even now my highest record was only 30
minutes. Another obstacle | had communicating with my
sensei. | had to rely heavily on senpais who knew how to
speak English. Despite this, the sensei had always been
very patient with me and | think she’s partly the reason
why I love sado so much.

| knew | had a lot to learn, so | actively participated in
most of the chakais (tea ceremonies) the club had. In
total, | joined 12 chakais and was involved in organising 10
of them. | even helped to plan the club’s trip to China to
introduce Japanese tea ceremony to Chinese universities
and high schools.

A series of intensive events

Since April 2015, the club started having numerous
requests to hold chakais. We held chakais for guests from
Hong Kong, Singapore, Thailand and Taiwan. Being the
only sadobu with so many foreigners (35 out of the 52
students were from overseas), we were also unique in
Oita and were invited to many cultural exchange events.
One of the most tiring chakais was the godo chakai. All
sadobus in Oita were invited to the chakai, and everyone
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took turns to serve tea for a total of 700 guests! Students
and teachers alike took part to help one another. Coming
from all over the prefecture, we barely knew one another
but with tight time management and cooperation the
event ended successfully. And to think they have to do
this annually!

If | had to choose a favourite event, it would be our
overseas field trip to China. Through the g days, we went
to three universities and high schools to teach the
students how to make tea, drink tea, and wear the Yukata.
Unlike other chakais, we had tons of interaction with our
guests, and being a teacher rather than just serving was a
nice role change.

There’s so much to learn about sado, and this art even
incorporates others like ikebana (flower arrangement),
raku ware (Japanese pottery), and Japanese art paintings.
The principles of sado, Fll (wa), # (kei), & (sei), L (jaku),
also requires dedicated study to fully understand their
meanings. Through my one year and short research for
my study report, there was only little | could learn about
sado.

Looking back, one of the hardest thing | had to say
goodbye to when | depart Japan was sadobu. The friends |
made, the mentors | had, and the experience from this
traditional art were the best memories | had from that
year. | even extended my stay for two weeks just to
attend more chakais, but eventually | had to let go.
Urasenke is the branch of sado that | learned in APU, and |
had researched about it in Singapore but it's extremely
costly here. | had made inquiries, and am planning to save
up and join the association next year.

Around Japan in 35 days

My third favourite memory is my travel around Japan in
which | visited the many UNESCO World Heritage sites in
Hiroshima, Nagasaki and Kyoto, witnessed three
traditional Japanese weddings held in temples, and had
much help from the locals when | navigated the rural
areas alone.

Looking ahead from the present

8 August 2016 marks the one-year anniversary I'm back to
Singapore from Japan. The previous three senpais’ essays
were fascinating, and truly a pleasure to read. It's amazing

to see how much their life has changed 6 to 15 years after
their scholarship programme in Japan, and | too am
excited to see how my life would. Though it is probably
premature to identify how this programme has shaped
my career path, | believe what | have learnt in Japan will
manifest itself in many ways. It's hard to connect the dots
now, but | can already point out a few lessons | can apply
to my current job and life. From sado, to always put
yourself in your audience’s shoes to communicate the
best you can; from Teaism, how to minimalise to simplify
all processes; and from kendo, discipline and balance is
key to everything.

I know | will go back to Japan someday. | had applied for
The Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) Programme, but
as my father had a minor stroke | had to decline the offer.
And working in a global company now, with our footprint
expanding in Asia, | hope to work closer with my
colleagues in Japan, and maybe even get a chance to
work there in the future.

From sadg, to always put
yourself in your audience’s
shoes to communicate the best
you can; from Teaism, how to
minimalise to simplify all
processes; and from kend ,
discipline and balance is key to
everything...a few lessons |

can apply to my current job

and life.



a) First photo: Learning to wear the
kimono through the field trips
organised by sadobu.

b) Second photo: Huimin managed
to pass her warikeiko (beginner’s
test) and the boryaku (kettle)
stage within a few months, and
proceeded to the furo (brazier)
stage before leaving Japan.

¢) Third photo: Other than the tea
ceremony club, Huimin also
joined the kendo club.

Lim Hui Min was awarded the JCCI
scholarship for a one-year study
program (2014/ 2015) to Ritsumeikan
Asia Pacific University (APU), located
in Japan's Oita Prefecture, Beppu
City. She graduated from Singapore’
s Nanyang Technological University
(NTU) in 2014, with a Bachelor of
Arts (Hons) in Chinese. Before
starting her role as a
Communications Executive at Rolls-
Royce in Singapore this year, she
took a gap year to study in APU.

During her one-year study in APU’s
College of Asia Pacific Studies, Hui
Min was awarded distinctions for all
her modules. She was also actively
involved in the school’s Japanese Tea
Ceremony Club and Kendo Club,
helping in the publicity of both clubs
while learning about Japan’s
traditional arts.

Hui Min wishes to do more and
continue her part in strengthening
bilateral relations between
Singapore and Japan, and also to
learn more about the country. So,
feel free to contact her at
amylimhuimin@gmail.com.
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