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A Passion for Farming

Since I started working as Coordinator for International
Relations (CIR) in Yamagata Prefecture, I have had many
meaningful encounters. Foremost among these is getting to
know farming — a unique introduction that fundamentally
changed me as a person.

I live and work in Yamagata Prefecture, a place of abundant
nature and rich agriculture. Almost immediately after starting
the job, I found myself surrounded with facts about the special
produce of Yamagata. I soon learned that Yamagata was the top
producer of cherries and European pears in Japan. Knowing
about all aspects of agricultural in Yamagata is an integral part
of my job, as I often have to introduce Yamagata to visitors from
around the world.

Before moving to Yamagata, I had spent all my life in
big cities. The idea of living in a rural place was completely
unfamiliar, and even a little off-putting to me. Upon my
arrival, as my supervisor drove me from Yamagata airport to
my new home, I was shocked by the acres and acres of rice
fields, stretching as far as I could see. I unconsciously let out
a slight sigh, thinking to myself “Yamagata is more rural than
I imagined...” The words “rural” and “farming,” always had a
close association in my head, and the picture wasn’t a perfect
one — | had always imagined a calm, yet boring, lifestyle.
However, Yamagata and its people completely changed my view
of farming and the rustic, rural lifestyle.

At the Association for International Relations in Yamagata,
where I work, local residents with interests in foreign languages
and international exchange regularly gather at our events. I have
had numerous opportunities to interact with these people, telling
them my about own life. But I came to realize that while I was
frequently talking about myself, I knew next to nothing about
their lives. Additionally, many people living in Yamagata will
never come to an international exchange event. A good number
of them are farmers, spending their day working in the field. I
realized that I needed to know more about the “real” people of
Yamagata.

Through a close friend, I had the wonderful opportunity
to meet an older Japanese man who was interested in sharing
the farming culture of Yamagata and Japan with the world. He
kindly invited my friend and me to his farm where he has been
growing his own vegetables for years.

Since spring 2011, our generous friend has been teaching
us the basics of farming. We began with weekly visits, and while
he taught us the techniques of farming, we helped him with
English phrases. After the sun went down, we exchanged recipes
and cooked using the vegetables grown in our garden. He taught
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us several traditional Yamagata dishes, while we showed him
how to make Chinese and Western dishes.

Farming is not easy work. Many days we awoke before
sunrise in the cool mornings, planting seeds and tending the
fields until the heat of the day exhausted us. Still, farming
quickly became my favorite workout. After farming, I felt a
profound sense of accomplishment, having produced something
for myself. Without even noticing it, I found myself enjoying
rural life, finding joy in the simple things present in everyday
life. At our little farm, we have already planted, tended, and
harvested over ten kinds of fruits and vegetables.

Eventually, I became convinced that learning about farming
was an important part of understanding local life in Yamagata.
Excited to share with other foreign residents about farming in
Yamagata, | began researching about agriculture in Yamagata for
an article which would appear in “Face to Face,” a multilingual
newsletter published by my office. Through my research, I
learned about unique heirloom vegetables grown in Yamagata.
These are the native species that have been hand-selected,
nurtured, and passed down from family member to family
member across many generations. Yet heirloom vegetables are
slowly disappearing. Though more than 150 species of heirloom
plants exist across all of Yamagata Prefecture, most of them are
hardly known even to local residents. Completely fascinated
by this topic, I decided to interview a film director who made a
documentary focusing on the heirloom plants of Yamagata. My
article was published in four languages, with more than 1,000
copies distributed across Yamagata and Japan.

Two years ago when I arrived in Yamagata, [ was not
able appreciate the beauty of rice fields, but today, gazing
out upon endless oceans of green rice fills me with a sense of
inner warmth. Every year, I look forward to seeing the vibrant
green turn into golden brown, signifying harvest is near. [ have
helped plant rice in the springtime, and experienced harvesting
it in the fall. I will never forget the feeling of the muddy field
beneath my bare feet, planting rice alongside fellow residents of
Yamagata.

Thanks to the natural beauty and kind people of Yamagata,
my experiences on the JET Programme have made me a better,
more well-rounded person. Had I not had the opportunity to visit
rural Japan, the “real” Japan, I would never have developed a
passion for farming and the special connection to my new home.
I may have moved to a smaller town, but my worldview only
became larger.



