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Understanding heritage and tourism in Kumamoto

A field trip report, Department of Japanese Studies, National University of Singapore
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Heritage & Tourism

Dear reader: Hello! It is nice to meet you! | would like to
ask you a favor. Please imagine explaining your heritage
to me. You might tell me the country you are from, such
as its important historical events or unique cultural
artifacts and practices. Or maybe you will give up and
direct me to professionals, like museum staff or teachers,
who you believe are better suited to the job. What is
heritage and who decides? Isn't it strange that we think
we know what heritage is, but we often find it difficult to
explain?

| am sorry to ask such difficult questions when we have

Sakitsu pier, Kumamoto, welcoming visitors interested in heritage

just met! But now, please, think about the place you call
home. Perhaps it is noisy with family members or so quiet
you can hear the hum of your refrigerator. How would you
like it if your house suddenly became a tourist destination,
with people looking in your windows all the time or
knocking on your door. Perhaps some organisation would
ask you to change the design of your house, to better
accommodate the expectations of tourists. How would
tourism affect your daily life if your home were suddenly
considered a valuable piece of heritage?

| never thought about these big questions before |
attended a class called “Field Studies in Japan” at the
National University of Singapore. In May 2017, | joined a
group of 10 students who learned about heritage and
tourism from Dr. Chris McMorran from the Department of
Japanese Studies. The module began with five days of
classroom lessons about tourism and heritage in Japan,
followed by 10 days in Kyiish, mostly Kumamoto
Prefecture, where we visited heritage sites and spoke to
locals about the benefits and drawbacks of tourism.
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Trip Highlights

o

Rice planting at Nakabaru, Kumamoto

We spent two nights at a farmstay with a three-
generation family all living under the same roof. The
grandmother who started this farmhouse experience was
inspired after seeing a similar business in a German
documentary, demonstrating one fascinating way tourism
ideas can spread. In the quiet village of Nakabaru, we
asked locals what they considered heritage in their
hometown, and how they would market it to tourists. We
also tried planting rice and visited a lumber mill, where
we reflected on the role of technology in primary
industries like agriculture and forestry. While much
attention has been given to the economic and
demographic challenges facing rural Japan, it was
refreshing and eye-opening to experience village life and
meet such innovative and thoughtful residents.

Seminar discussion with Hirata-san

We also heard from Hirata Toyohiro, a public servant in
Amakusa City, Kumamoto Prefecture. He has worked for

years on the city’s bid for UNESCO World Heritage status
for its picturesque Sakitsu Church, which is connected to
Japan’s so-called ‘hidden’ Christians, which were recently
featured in the film ‘Silence.’

Our classmate Angus, who has studied Japanese for more
than eight years, served as interpreter, and facilitated a
fascinating discussion about the challenges and
opportunities associated with this UNESCO bid. This
included discussion of the difference between kakure (F&
M) and senpuku (i%fR) Christians, as well as the
difficulties of capturing this semantic distinction in
languages such as English and French, as Sakitsu prepares
to welcome tourists from around the world.

Hirata-san also shared the concerns of residents to the
possibility of increased tourists. One issue that
particularly struck me was locals’ embarrassment at
hanging their laundry out to dry, in full view of curious
tourists. These concerns may seem small compared to the
larger scheme of things, such as the economic potential
of more visitors, but they are legitimate worries that will
affect the daily lives of locals, and must be addressed
appropriately.

We visited Sakitsu Church (below) as well as Oe Church
and the nearby Amakusa Rosary Museum, which allowed
us to see these sites before Sakitsu achieves World
Heritage status and to discuss the impacts of tourism on
locals. The visit also highlighted the concerns Hirata-san
raised, as we could see for ourselves the traffic difficulties
in Sakitsu’s narrow streets.

Sakitsu Church, Kumamoto



Our classmate Samantha gave us a quick lesson on
sketching, a useful skill in field research. With the
convenience of a camera, we often overlook details.
Sketching forces us to pay careful attention to our
surroundings. This was useful later in the day when ....
This was useful later in the day when we visited Oe
Church and were prohibited from taking photos.

We were also treated to a school visit at Kawaura
Elementary School in Amakusa, where we faced
questions from enthusiastic students asking about our
knowledge of both Japan and Singapore. “Who's your
favourite Japanese person? What kind of anime do you
watch? What's famous in Singapore?”

Some questions made us reflect on our own heritage, as
we had to consider what was special about our home. It
was particularly amusing when, halfway through the
session, we realised the students had no idea where
Singapore was, prompting the teacher to hang a world
map and give a quick geography lesson.

Exchange session with students

At the Shimoda Onsen Festival, also in Amakusa, local
young women and girls participate as shrine bearers,
while the community showers them with onsen water as
they parade through the streets of the tiny village. The
women in our class were fortunate to be invited to
participate, to wear a happi and help carry the portable
shrine on their shoulders.

Amidst the constant shower thrown by the enthusiastic
crowd, the women demonstrated that they were not
intimidated, by screaming “Yo, yo, yo, yassa!!”

The festival was boisterous, a little naughty, and a chance
for everyone to let loose. In a country stereotyped as
‘polite’ and ‘reserved’, festivals show a different side of
Japanese heritage and culture that for me is very human.
It was a truly amazing experience to participate in such a
priceless form of intangible heritage and an experience

Shimoda Onsen Festival, Kumamoto

none of us will soon forget.

Throughout the trip, we conducted field exercises at
Tsuetate Onsen, Kurokawa Onsen, Nakabaru, and Misumi
West Port (pictured below), speaking to locals to elicit
their views on heritage and tourism.

We spoke to one woman in Tsuetate who enthusiastically
reminisced about the liveliness of the resort decades ago,
when it was still a popular tourist destination. She pointed
out that the town now lacked much to encourage young
people to stay. There were no schools or jobs, leaving
most to search for these in the cities.

A pair of sisters, both over go years old, ran a shop in
Nakabaru. They felt the area had nothing intrinsically
special, leaving it beyond the reach of the current wave of
tourism in Japan from places like SE Asia.

In a discussion with a group of young successors of family
businesses in Kurokawa, we learned of their efforts to
keep up with shifting travel trends, which included asking
us what motivates our travel and how technologies and
media aid our trips.

At Misumi, we spoke to a postman who told us about
local efforts to market produce in collaboration with
Japan Rail in order to support local farmers, which
coincided with the designation of Misumi West Port
(pictured, next page) as a UNESCO World Heritage site.

These seemingly unremarkable and varied encounters
with strangers constitute some of my most precious
memories of this course. It is rare to hear the problems
and concerns close to people’s hearts and to experience
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Panorama of Misumi West Port, Uki City, Kumamoto

previously theoretical discussions about tourism and
heritage firsthand.

Concluding thoughts

On a literal level, heritage constitutes what has been left
to us from the past. But a closer study of who determines
heritage and what has been privileged in this process of
choosing, leads us to consider the why — and calls into
question the factors that are driving the collective
memory and culture of a nation.

The global growth of tourism compels countries to reflect
on and explicate their heritage to capitalise on this
profitable sector. It is the clearest embodiment of how an
experience or tangible artefact comes to represent the
heritage of a village or even a nation. Under the pressures
of tourism, the process of heritage selection is strained,
challenged, and reproduced.

To conclude, | quote our professor:

“This module provides the most concrete example of
what | treasure about the University experience:

engaging with big, complex ideas; learning new
knowledge and quickly communicating it in new ways;
creating a community of learners, all focused on the same
issues, but with different backgrounds and per-spectives;
and sharing an in-tellectually-stimulating, physically-
demanding, and emotionally-engaging and
transformative experience.

None of this can be done so completely by remaining in a
classroom, and none of this learning can be done alone.”

We would like to express our heartfelt gratitude towards
JCCI for making this trip possible. Whether we were
tucking into hearty home-cooked food at the farmhouse
in Nakabaru, or watching dolphins at sea for the first time
in our lives, we were humbled by the privileged

experiences we received at every turn throughout the
trip, courtesy of JCCI.

And if you, my Dear Reader, has contributed to our trip in
any small way: we also thank you!

The author is Toh Jia Han. He is a third-year student at NUS,
majoring in Japanese Studies and English Language. He
attended the Field Studies in Japan course in May 2017 and
is currently doing a summer course at Kyushu University.



Singapore Kendo Club
The Journey to World Kendo Championships in 2018
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Singapore & WKC

The 16th World Kendo Championships (WKC) was held in
the home of Kendo — Japan. More specifically, it was held
at the heart of Budo — The Tokyo Budokan. This was a
significant moment in Kendo history, as the very first
World Kendo Championship was held there in 1970.

After 45 years this International Competition, which
shows the best of each country’s Kendo, had come back
to its starting point. To reflect this, the theme of the 16th
WKC was #)-[» Shoshin (to return to basics).

It was also during this WKC that Singapore achieved its
very best result — Best 8 in Ladies’ Team Event, and Best
16 in Mens’ Team Event, out of a total of 56 participating
countries.

This was achieved not only through the effort, hard work,
and training done by the national team members; The
coaches, management team, supporters and sponsors all
contributed to this success. We are privileged to have JCCI

5% st
s ST Rk

Competitors lining up before the start

as one of our main sponsors, for the previous WKCs, as
well as the upcoming one, which will be

held in Incheon, South Korea from 12"-18" September
2018.

2 years have passed since then, and the Singapore
National Kendo Team has been hard at work preparing for
the 17th WKC!



JCCI singapore Foundation

Tokyo Budokan, 16 WKC 2015

While the 216th WKC was the best ever result for Singapore
Kendo, it also left members with a burning desire to
improve and do better the next time. “How could we
improve our trainings?” “How could we perform even
better?” These were some of the questions we asked
ourselves.

The answer to this was not as simple as, “Train more”, or
“Train harder!”. We knew that in Singapore, most of our
National Team members were working adults, with
limited time for training. We also had to look at how our
trainings were conducted.

After much deliberation on the best way forward for the
next WKC, the coaching team decided that we needed to
explore ways to make each training effective. This
included adopting best practices from well-known
international instructors, exchange programs with other
Kendo practicing countries, and sports universities.

Exchanges with Overseas Kendoka

In February this year, 2nd year students from Nippon
Sports Science University's (Nittaidai) Kendo club, led by
Yagisawa Sensei (8th Dan, Kendo), and Shinzato Sensei
(6th Dan, Kendo) visited Singapore as part of their annual
overseas trip. Their visit was in part to let the students
visit a foreign country, but also to promote Budo.

At Nittaidai, students can practice Kendo as part of their
University Course work, and are known to be one of the
best schools in Japan for Kendo. Many of their students
go on to become National Team representatives of Japan.
During this visit, Singapore Kendo Club took the
opportunity to host them, and Yagisawa Sensei conducted
a one day seminar, in addition to practice matches with
his students.

After which, we took the students out for dinner. Local
style.

Nittaidai Students and Singaporean Members, enjoying Indian
food after hard training!

It was a great experience! We were impressed not only by
the professionalism and skills of the Nittaidai students,
but also with their dedication to Kendo.

Shortly after, we then hosted a famous Kendo Sensei —
Masatake Sumi Sensei (8th Dan Hanshi, Kendo), from
Fukuoka University for 5 days in Singapore. During which,
he ran a Kendo Seminar over the weekend, in addition to
visiting local Kendo dojos to share his knowledge.

Sumi Sensei is well-known for being a good instructor,
with a strong focus on Kendo basics. He also travels to
more than 10 countries a year! So Singapore Kendo Club
was indeed very lucky to have him visit Singapore to
impart his knowledge.

© daxable photos 2017

Sumi Sensei giving a lecture on Kendo Theory

The road to Incheon

Moving forward, we at Singapore Kendo Club hope to
invite more Sensei over to Singapore to impart their
knowledge and experience to us.

Even without the presence of these Sensei, The
Singaporean National Team is training hard, with the goal
of WKC 2018 on their minds! Most National Team



members train 3-4 times a week, despite their own busy
schedules. There are also additional National Team
trainings every alternate Saturday.

In Kendo, everyone fights and competes individually, on a
1 vs 1 basis, but when you win, it is not just your win.
Everything that has happened up until that moment —
being taught by your Sensei, hard training with your
buddies, emotional support, cheering from friends and
more — has brought you to that moment. It is at this
moment that everything comes full circle, and that is
what we strive for.

National Team Members Training

So thank you, members of JCCI for your constant support,
from all of us at Singapore Kendo Club!

WKC Incheon may be more than a year away, but we
know it will be here in the blink of an eye. For the National
Team members, it just means they have to keep training,
and keep improving, with the goal of the World
Championships in their mind.

Interested in learning Kendo, or wish to follow our
journey? For more information you can visit:
http://www.singaporekendo.org.sg/
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