
Today, on the 21st of January 2013, I returned from my week-long trip to Japan, courtesy of the New 
Zealand Japanese Society of Auckland. It feels I have been away for a lot longer than I have been. It 
was a busy, fun filled journey throughout the depths of a foreign land; a trip I will never forget. It’s 
difficult to describe the full scale of events that I experienced in Japan, but I will do my best. I hope 
you enjoy my report! 

DAY ONE – 14TH OF JANUARY 
Travelling on my own seemed daunting at first, but once the flight to Narita left Auckland, I was 
feeling pretty excited and adventurous.  A new challenge was waiting for me on the other side of the 
world. The trip seemed to be going to schedule until I heard the news that our flight would be 
delayed due to heavy snow fall in Narita. How convenient. But actually the idea of heavy snowfall 
was adding to the suspense! Being the kiwi me, coming from beaches, sun, and sweat, the idea of 

long fields of snow was actually exhilarating. The plane was forced 
to travel in circles until the only lane at the airport was free. 
Landing was a piece of cake, but departing the plane was another 
story. We had to wait again due to snow. I peeked out the nearest 
window and sure as can be, there was real snow. It was breath-
taking to see the snowflakes gently drifting in the breeze. Now my 
only thought was to my poor host family who had to wait for my 
arrival. I imagined them patiently waiting for me; wondering if I had 

missed the flight. Finally I was able to leave the plane, and I made my way through immigration to 
my host family. I found my host mother (Okaasan) and host sister (Hikari/Hichan) waiting for me at 
the gate. After expressing how sorry I was, and introductions, we made our way for the trains. Again 
snow made travel difficult. Only one train route was possible, and it 
was long and slow. But I didn’t mind, it gave me time to introduce 
myself, and learn more about my host family.  

My host mother was very kind from the beginning, and ran through 
all the basic information of her family. I learnt the host father was 
in the next prefecture because of work, and the family lived with 
their grandparents (Obaachan and Ojiichan). The long train ride 
seemed to fade away quickly as my confidence with Japanese rose, 
and I learnt more about the family. I was astonished at the sight of 
snow all around us; it was something I had never seen before. Upon 
arriving at our destination, we popped in for a quick bite at the station (soba noodles, courtesy of my 
host mother). We then rushed off to their home which was a cold, five minute walk away. We sunk 
into the snow as we trenched on. The air was crisp, and the scenery was wonderful. Both Hikari and 
my host mother pointed out their house, and I was amazed. It was as traditional as it gets, I was 
unfamiliar with such a sight. The snow peered over the edge of the rooftop, and the house was 
illuminated with the faint glow of the lights within. I was tired after a long flight, but felt it was 
necessary to meet my other host sister; Airi (Aichan). 

I showed some photos of my hometown, which they found interesting, and I offered my gifts from 
New Zealand, which prompted questions about the Maori people. Luckily I had brought a Japanese 
summary of the Maori people, and even some easy Maori vocabulary. We were saying Kia ora in no 
time. Now after meeting my welcoming family, I decided it was time for some much needed rest.  
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DAY TWO – 15TH OF JANUARY 

When I woke up, I felt refreshed and ready for the day. I felt confident that my Japanese was 
growing stronger every moment I was in this country; it felt great. For breakfast I was given a New 
Year meal, which was interesting and delicious. I tried omochi for the first time; a sticky kind of rice 
ball. It was a weird sensation to me, mochi had an unfamiliar texture.  

Today’s plan was to go around some popular spots in Japan with my host mother, and Aichan. The 
first stop was Odaiba, which allowed me to experience a lot of Tokyo’s stunning winter views. We 
were heading for the Fuji Japan T.V. building, which unfortunately was closed, but the shops 
downstairs were open. At the other side of the building we met a massive Gundam model figure, 
and were told in five minutes there would be a show! We waited and sure enough, there was a show. 

Many flashing lights and smoke screens later, we made our way to our 
lunch stop, where I had a B.L.T. sandwich; very western!   Next we made 
our way to our next stop, Akihabara. I had been to Akihabara 
on my last trip to Japan a few years ago, but it was nice to be 
re-accustomed with the flashing lights of the city. A sea of 
people surged through the town as we explored. The freezing 
cold took no energy away from this lively city. After navigating 
our way through the bustling streets, we made our way to our 

next and final stop; Asakusa. 

 I vaguely remembered Asakusa, so it was good to refresh my memory. The 
temple was stunning, and the long passageway was eye catching. There were so 
many souvenir (Omiyage) stores; I could have spent a lifetime searching 
through them. But we had to go on. After I threw my coin into the temple, and 
bowed my head according to tradition, we walked through the gardens back to 
the station. I encountered a beautiful Buddha statue who dozed lazily in the sun. 

It was a successful journey; I saw the many sights of modern day Tokyo. 
But today was not over just yet! We needed to go food shopping and 
pronto! Hikari needed picking up from school (now would be a good time 
to mention Japanese schools were not on holiday like they are in New 
Zealand). The Japanese supermarket was a true representation of 
Japanese culture. The service of the supermarket was kind and friendly; 
you couldn’t take a step without hearing an “irrashaimase!” If it was 
possible to feel at home at a supermarket, I definitely felt it here. And 

after food shopping, Hikari turned up, having returned from a hard day at school. She needed to buy 
a note book, so we rushed to the nearest “Loft” store, and I bought some pens. Note: 
(I LOVE JAPANESE PENS!)  

After returning home, we had our dinner. It was odango, chicken katsu, miso soup, 
and radish; very delicious! And I also had the privilege of meeting my lovely host 
grandparents. I ran to my room and brought back some gifts, and showed them my 
photos; they were very interested. The beach life seemed surreal to them. My host 
grandfather (Ojiichan) showed some photos of his crops in spring and full bloom; the 
way the crops coated the land like an ocean of green was glorious. He spoke of how I would have to 
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come back to see them in spring. I was amazed at his love of agriculture, and found it very inspiring. 
He promised to take me to the fields when he could. After a day of solely Japanese speaking, I was 
very tired. I needed a good rest. I popped off to bed excited for my next day; GHIBLI MUSEUM!!! 

DAY THREE – 16TH OF JANUARY 

Today was a day I had looked forward to. I was to travel to the Mitaka Ghibli 
Museum with my host mother. It was also her first time to go to the museum, 
so she was also quite excited. After a breakfast of mochi, meat, fruit and 
green tea, we made our way to the station. The snow still remained, and 
today was a little more overcast than the previous day. The museum was a 
moderately long train ride away (one hour), but well worth the ride. On the 
train ride we spoke of favourite Ghibli movies, and favourite characters. I am 
in love with Jiji from Kiki’s delivery service, and I really hoped I could find some Jiji souvenirs. Our 
train took us to the bus stop where we boarded the Ghibli bus. It was covered in little Totoros so it 
was impossible to miss.  

Upon arriving, I could see a large Totoro in a window, and a Laputa 
robot on the roof; this was my kind of place. Inside was just as 
wonderful as the outside, and it was also warm. Photos were not 
allowed inside, which is understandable, no one wants to stare at a 
crowd of cameras. The first room was a range of Ghibli artefacts such 
as stop motion pictures, models, and artefacts that all Ghibli lovers 
would enjoy. It was fun looking through all the figurines and scenes 
and recognising which movie they were from. It was like nothing I had 
ever laid my eyes upon, the home of all things Ghibli!  Next we entered 
the Saturn theatre to watch a short movie.  

It was an amusing movie, which utilised human voice to imitate sounds. We took a look at the Neko 
bus, which was huge! But unfortunately only children were able to climb aboard it. How 
disappointing!! If only I was a kid!!! We stopped off at the souvenir shop where I found my beloved 
Jiji cat doll. Okay I’m a sucker for cute things. I also bought a few mementos for the family, and 
grabbed a few extra Ghibli bags for the ride. Our final stop was at the painting room. It had all the 
paintings of Miyazaki and his team on all the Ghibli movies. Such amazing artistic skills! I would buy 
such artwork! The intricate design and the vibrant colours filled the room with awe and happiness. It 
was fun recognising all the movies, and questioning my host mother about the movies I didn’t know, 
and needed to see. 

After this, it was time to return home. A few photos later, we boarded the 
bus, and then the train, and arrived home in time to pick up Hikari from 
the shopping centre. It was decided to have dinner here; tonkatsu! OISHIII, 
I was really enjoying the Japanese meals, I remember thinking I could get 
used to this! I found the variety and mixture of tastes appealing. 

When we returned we found the grandparents, mainly Ojiichan watching 
sumo wrestling. This became part of a daily routine; every night I would 
come into the living room to watch sumo wrestling with the family. Each round was quite short, but 



very dramatic and exciting. After this we watched an idol show, and I found myself slipping away to 
sleep.  

DAY FOUR – 17TH OF JANUARY 

I awoke to bacon and eggs, an interesting transition from the traditional Japanese food I had been 
eating the previous days. As my host mother had work, my host grandfather decided it was time to 
go visit his fields. It used to be possible to walk over to their produce, 
but there was now a main highway under construction that split the 
land in two. So it was a five minute drive to the fields. My host 
grandfather said that it was a beautiful place, but construction and 
winter had stolen some of the town’s beauty. I thought to myself that it 
still was a beautiful town; its earth had been painted with a fine coat of 
snow .On the way we stopped off at the cemetery to look at the 
cemetery gods, which I was told were newly built. They stood with 
pride; I could sense the protection in their eyes. Upon arriving at the fields, I was amazed by the 
snow fall. The fields was wrapped in a blanket of snow, it was astonishing. My host grandfather 
described where the pears, mandarins, grapes and various other fruits and vegetables would grow. 
And we took a look inside the shed at some of the photos of the produce in spring; the range of 
colours was astounding. 

When we returned home, my host mother was waiting to take me 
to the local school; Nagasaki Shougakkou. The drive was a little 
longer than I was expecting, but I was able to see all around the 
town.  Despite being in the country, buildings began to creep higher 
and higher, perhaps foreshadowing what was to come. The school 
building was also quite tall; four stories to be exact.  This seemed 
unusual to the school I had come from, which consisted of one or 
two story blocks. I nearly walked in with my shoes on, how embarrassing that could have been!  I 
was was ushered to some slippers in the nick of time, which I gladly put on. We met the Vice-
principal who was welcoming, and then took a walk to the class I would be spending my time with.  

All around me I saw kids running around, and most were very excited and shocked when they saw 
me. I remember one girl who yelled “Woahhh” when she looked up and saw me walking towards her. 
Many kids gave their English a go, which was fun, and I received many handshakes. I went into the 
English class, where I experienced the first real English since my arrival in Japan. The English teacher 
greeted me, and introduced me to the class, and to the home room teacher. Together we taught 
English, mainly times, and daily routines. We played a few games, and I was asked some questions 
mainly in Japanese about New Zealand and myself.  It was a pleasure to see the children's interest in 
learning English through their smiles and enthusiasm 

Next was a trip to the music class. There were traditional Japanese 
musical instruments waiting for me, and four skilful players. I 
listened to four songs with the fellow students, and one song they 
even sang along to. I didn’t know the words, but I enjoyed the song 
all the same. The soft melodies were soothing to my attentive ears. 



Not only did we get to listen to the instruments being played, we even got a turn to play them! We 
played both the okoto and shakuhachi.  I was even told that I was quite good at the instruments for 
a foreigner!! Who would have known?? 

After music class, I joined my fellow students who were all around 11 
and 12 years old in the gym where we played a version of dodge ball. 
At one point I was the last person in on my team, but we managed to 
grab victory in the jaws of defeat, and win the match! What a 
comeback! It may have helped that we had our teacher, and 18 year 
old me, but we won all the same.  

This was followed by school cleaning. I was told; as it was the students 
who used the school’s facilities, it was their 
responsibility to help maintain the cleanliness and 
tidiness of the school. This seemed logical, and I 
realised how wonderful this idea is. It is something 
we could adopt here in New Zealand; it teaches the 
children how to be responsible for what they use. I 
had expected to take a look and walk around, but 
boy was I wrong! I walked up the stairs back to my 
home room, and a young boy handed me a broom 
with a big grin on his face!! Well this was a surprise, 
but I was happy to be a part of the cleaning team. 
Our unit was assigned to clean the floors of our room, which we did so with pride! 

Next the students handed in homework, and I chatted to a few of the students and showed them 
some photos of New Zealand. The teacher left the room and then returned with a present for me in 
hand. It was a poster with photos of me playing the traditional Japanese instruments, and also a 
photo with the class. It was such a nice gesture; I returned the favour with some New Zealand gifts. I 
really did feel like I was a part of the school. The students and teachers were so welcoming; it was 
the best school day ever! My new friend Keego gave me his baseball folder, before I left, which was 
so kind. I returned his favour with a New Zealand badge. 

We returned home by car, and I was pretty tired, but 
there was still dinner to be eaten. Dinner tonight was 
some Japanese style kebabs, and sushi, which I gulped 
down with much energy. I was pretty hungry. After 
dinner I watched some sumo wrestling, as I did on most 
nights, and then went to bed early to get some much 
needed sleep.  

 

 

 



DAY FIVE – 18TH OF JANUARY 

Today I awoke to a similar western style breakfast which was topped off 
with some iced coffee and bread. My host mother had to go to her work, 
and my host sisters were busy with school, so I was given a choice. Go 
on my own to Tokyo, or hang with the grandparents. I found the later 

very appealing!! By car, Ojiichan, 
Obaachan and I made our way to 
Naritasan. It is a glorious temple which 
the pair visits once a year for the New 
Year. During the scenic journey, we 
sometimes passed rivers and boats, which was a nostalgic outlook. 
It began to remind me of home. I felt the sun venturing further into 
the sky; I knew the weather was going to be good today. Although 
Obaachan had warned me of the cold wind, so I kept that in mind. 

When we arrived the wind chill was felt immediately. The crisp cold 
breeze danced all around us. But the sun was nicely perched in the 
sky, spreading warmth as it reached across the temple with its rays. 
This would make for some nice picture taking! We walked around 
the temple, performed some of the temple rituals, and I even 
received a present from my host grandparents; a nice good luck 
memento for my driving to ensure safety and no accidents. We 
stopped off at a little tea store to have a 
quick drink. I had shiratama; an 

interesting Japanese tea with little sticky rice balls. It was delicious. We 
continued our way up the road and looked for a place for lunch. Sushi 
looked perfect! We had a smorgasbord of sushi, including sashimi, which 
I in fact really liked. My stomach was so full; it felt like I was hauling a 
rock inside me. And with that we walked back through the temple, 
catching sight of the head priest. I went with Ojiichan to fulfil a New Year 
tradition. It was difficult to understand, but what I gathered is you 
exchange the old for the new. (See picture)  We then picked up a hot 
drink along the way, and made the car trip back home.  

We arrived with ample time to relax, and watch a bit of sumo, before we headed off with Airi to get 
some Denny’s. Not quite the Denny’s I was used to, much more Japanese style. On the way home we 
purchased the ticket for tomorrow’s activity! DISNEY RESORT! 

 



DAY SIX – 19TH JANUARY 

Today I woke up a bit earlier as we were going to have a big day! Together my host sister (Hichan) 
and I made our way to the Disney Resort after breakfast. We talked about her plans for the future on 
the way there. Her plans were to go to Korea to study. It was nice to hear her enthusiasm about her 
life. In fact in March she will be going on a school trip to Korea for a month! Very exciting! Today we 
were travelling to Disney Sea, the theme park side of the Disney Resort. I was pretty excited, but was 
really not sure what to expect. 

When I arrived I was speechless. There was no queue to enter, which was a 
good sign, and the theme park itself was truly amazing. The atmosphere, 
music, just had such a good vibe to it. I immediately felt so happy when I 
stepped into the park. We spotted Goofy and Donald the Duck roaming 
around the entrance way. In front of us was a large twisting globe, which 
coincidentally was facing at New Zealand.  

The inside of the park itself was even more amazing. All around us were 
stunning buildings, in front was a large lake which was beautiful, and towering 
above it was a volcano, not real of course, but close enough. While immersed in 
the park’s vibrancy. I felt as if I was momentarily changed into a young excited 
child again! Hikari knew all the ways to shorten the wait, like a tour guide she 

was, with all her knowledge of the park. We went 
around all the rides to receive a “fast pass”, so that 
when the ride opened, we could skip the queue a little 
bit.  

First up was the Tower of Terror. The name itself was pretty terrifying, and 
so was the ride. It was constructed as a large hotel, and inside there was an 

elevator, which went up and down, putting its occupants in free fall multiple times. I’m sure I felt my 
heart skip a beat; it was pretty scary. The story line about a missing hotel owner, and his ghost made 
it even scarier.  

Next we went on the Storm Rider. It was designed to feel like a plane, which drives into the middle 
of the storm. It was as realistic; we stared at a movie screen which showed 
where the plane was going. There was even water which sprayed at us when 
the movie showed the plane travel through the storm. For a minute I thought it 
might have been raining in Tokyo; The technology and realism was intense! 

Hikari decided that seeing the rides were closed for a short time we would go 
and buy some souvenirs. I found many presents for my family, and I even 
bought one for Hikari to thank her for coming with me to Disney Land.  

After this, was the volcano ride, which was quite short lived, but exhilarating. It climbed to the top of 
the volcano, and then jolted straight down giving the feeling you are about to run into the middle of 
the volcano, and at the last second, the cart straightened out giving you the biggest fright. I had to 
check to make sure my head was still attached!! 



Next we went to two shows. One was a big band show, which played the history of Jazz. It was a 
coincidence because I play drums in a jazz band at school, and really enjoy Jazz music. The show was 
truly amazing; the showmanship was inspirational. There was a mix of both English and Japanese in 
the show, but the band consisted of Japanese players. They were all skilful. The next show was called 
mystics, and it was a dance/music show about a battle between earth, water and fire. The story was 
entirely depicted in dance, which was very interesting, and easy to understand. The show created a 
lot of energy, there were some great acrobatics, and the stage was filled with great technology – real 
fire, and water to create rain. It was very Japanesy!  

We then went to the Arabic side of the Disney Sea, where we went on a 
journey through the story of Sinbad and Chandu the tiger. It was a river 
ride, which slowly went through various scenes of figures, telling the 
story of Sinbad. It was serene, and I loved learning about the story. The 
soothing atmosphere shrouded all who rode through the ride in peace. I 
fell in love with Chandu the tiger; he was so cute, so I had to buy a toy 
Chandu. 

Our second to last ride was an Aladdin carpet ride where you could control the height of the carpet 
with a lever. Hikari and I loved this ride; it gave you an awesome view over the park as the sun was 
setting.  

We reached our final ride, and I was a little bit sad, it had been such 
a great time with Hikari. The last ride was an Indiana Jones ride.  It 
drove through caves with many insects, well not real insects, but you 
get the idea. It was dark and a little scary; although Hikari reassured 
me that this ride was not scary at all. The final part of the ride saw us 
travel towards a moving boulder, which seemed to not stop. I was 
sure it was going to crash into us, but at the last second we dipped 
under the ground and arrived at our destination. How frightening! 
Definitely one of the best rides there. 

Now it was time to say good bye to the theme park. It was dark, so the lights were on. They filled the 
darkness with balls of energy, a tantalising sight. After our train ride home, I returned to sumo 
wrestling. We decided to go out for dinner as it was my last night. We went to a bread dinner shop 
which was very tasty. You get to choose bread to have with your dinner, pretty self-explanatory. I 
was a little bit sad with the thought of leaving Japan, so I made the most of every last second.  

We arrived home quite late so after talking with the grandparents, I went off to bed for my final 
sleep on the futon.  



DAY SEVEN – 20TH JANUARY 

Today I was homeward bound. It was sad to leave the welcoming household where I had spent my 
last week. We said our goodbyes and took many pictures together. I was told I was welcome back 
anytime, which was an exciting prospect. I would love to return again.  

With a wave and good bye, my host mother and I took the train which would take me to a bus which 
would then take me to the airport. I thanked her for looking after me; we waved good bye as I 
stepped onto the bus.  

It was a somewhat quiet end to my hectic week. I experienced everything from bustling cities, awe-
inspiring temples, and Japanese culture at its best. The trips to the Ghibli Museum, Naritasan, and 
Disney Resort were amazing, and I couldn’t have asked for a more welcoming, kind, and helpful 
family. I felt that my Japanese had improved greatly, both in confidence, and in vocabulary. I was 
more knowledgeable in Japanese culture, and my trip had left me desperately wanting to return one 
day to experience it all again. 

I would like to thank the New Zealand Japanese Society of Auckland for this amazing opportunity, 
the financial contribution from the Sasakawa Fellowship, and also my wonderful host family. It was 
such a pleasure, and it has strengthened my interest in Japan. Thank you for taking the time to read 
my report, I hope it was interesting! Bye for now! Until we meet again Japan!  

-Andrew Saunders 

 


