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MY ACADEMIC SOJOURN IN JAPAN

Jadavpur University, INDIA

Dr. Sanmoy Karmakar

APAN, the land of the rising

sun fascinated me even before
| got this beautiful opportunity for
this year-long research sojourn
under the Government of India
BOYSCAST Fellowship program. |
had the choice of going either to
Japan or New Zealand (University
of OTAGO). | chose the former
because of my fascination with
things Japanese. | was intrigued
by her rich culture, advanced
science and technology, disciplined
lifestyle, healthy food and long life
span of the Japanese besides many
other things. However, my long and
tiring flight to Japan from India with
my wife and son almost dampened
my enthusiasm, but my first view of
the technological grandeur of Japan
at the Kansai International Airport
immediately made up for it.

On my way to Tokushima, it was
astonishing especially for an
Indian to find the airport limousine
traveling almost vacant. We settled

down in one of the apartments
in the International House of
Tokushima University at Kitajima.
Initially, | felt as if | was surrounded
by absolute silence since my city,
Kolkata in India is notoriously
noisy and crowded. With all the
excitement of being in a different
country far from home, we began
our life in Japan hoping to enjoy it
all.

As expected, our life turned out to
be very enjoyable and fulfilling. It
is thanks mainly to the care and
help rendered to me and my family
by both of my sensei Prof. Hiroyuki
Fukui and Dr. Hiroyuki Mizuguchi,
Our heartfelt gratitude goes to
them.

The primary objective of my visit
was to find potential plant source for
novel anti-allergic molecules amidst
the vast resources of traditional
Indian Ayurvedic medicinal herbs.
| can still recollect my first sight
of Tokushima University and the
warm welcome extended to me by
my Sensei. “Welcome to my little
lab” he said although his lab is
quite big. Thereafter, | gradually
settled down to my research work.
| appreciated the perseverance of
Japanese students who also taught
me some techniques of molecular
pharmacology although they are
mostly of my students’ age.

Foreigners in Japan are often found
to mention about cultural shocks.
But | really did not experience
anything which might be called a
cultural shock. | think it is due to
the similar food habits and social
behavior characterized by calm and
submissive gestures between the
Japanese and Indians.

There have been many people
both foreigners and Japanese
who helped me whenever | had
trouble due to my inability to speak
Japanese or read Kanji. Once | was
even ashamed to receive help from
a Japanese man who walked with

me all the way from Sako railway
station to the bus stop on Route
No. 192 which is probably more
that 500 meters away. He even
kept on waiting till he got me on
the correct bus for my destination.
On the contrary | have also noticed
in trains and bus some middle-aged
women who put their bags next
to their seats instead of allowing
standing passengers to sit near
them.

Our stay in Japan was made all the
more fascinating and wonderful by
the opportunity we took to travel
to some other parts of Japan like
Takamatsu, Osaka, Kobe, Hiroshima
besides places within Tokushima.
Tokushima city is very conveniently
located for traveling to many
tourist attractions in Japan. But the
public transport within Tokushima
seemed to be a bit expensive for
me. Accordingly, | opted for taking
the Japanese Driving license test
which | passed in my first attempt
although it was quite tough even
for an experienced driver like me.

Despite the very high price index
of Japan, it was interesting that the
price of my used car was much
cheaper than the price of my digital
camera. If | say this to my Indian
friends, they will find it hard to
believe. The same goes about the
price of water melon in summer
which is higher than the price of an
electric fan. These were some of
the surprises.

| loved looking at the mountains
while going to my university and
| really enjoyed watching the rice
paddies grow and change color
through the course of the year.
Japan has four distinct seasons
each with its own charm. This
spring, my family and | were lucky
enough to partake in the visual
feast that the demure beauty of
cherry blossoms provided. But
one does not have to wait only
for spring to enjoy such beautiful
sights in Japan. With a good sense
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of observation, one can enjoy a
wide variety of flora and fauna
which grace this land throughout
the year.

| am also thankful to TIA (Tokushima
International Association) for
making it possible for me and my
family to enjoy their programs
which included camping in Kisawa
and trekking up to the top of the
highest mountain of Tokushima, Mt.
Tsurugi while enjoying the famed
autumn leaves of Japan.

Before coming to Japan, | had
read that the long and healthy life
of the Japanese had much to do
with their food habits. As an Indian,
initially | found the local food quite
bland and undercooked. However,
my taste gradually adapted and |
found Sanuki Udon, Sashimi and
Sushi very delicious. Sushi with a
little excess of Wasabi after a nice
drink of Japanese traditional Sake
has occupied a special taste for me
now.
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One year is probably too short a
period to enjoy and experience all
that this beautiful country has to
offer. From vibrant metropolises to
rural retreats, from tropical beaches
to lofty mountain peaks, from world-
class hotels to traditional Japanese
inns, Japan has it all for everybody.
However, our short stay in Japan
has enriched our souls and uplifted
our spirits, and we leave with many
beautiful memories to cherish for
the rest of our life. Thank you!
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