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Good morning. | would like to THANK Hayashigatani-sensei and the hard-
working staff at Port of Sacramento Japanese School for the kind invitation to
speak at this 34th Commencement Ceremony. And | want to warmly
CONGRATULATE all the students who are graduating today. You have
worked long and hard to achieve your goal, and we are all very proud of you.
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The important purpose of your school is to foster Global Citizenship using the
Japanese language and culture. | have been involved with Japan for more
than 20 years, so | would like to provide an overview of my Japan-related
experiences. | will speak first in Japanese and then add a few words in
English. Perhaps my experience will hold some small lessons for today’s
graduates, as you are just starting out on your individual pathways as citizens
of the world.
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My father was a career officer in the United States Air Force, so before moving
to California my family lived in Idaho, Ohio, Indiana, Texas and New York. (I
was born in the “good morning state,” which we all know is OHAYOQ!) | first
became interested in Japan during high school, when | began taking kenpo
karate lessons. As a college student here at CSUS, my interests turned
toward Eastern philosophy and Zen Buddhism. | changed my major a couple
of times, and finally received my 4-year college degree—after a total of 6
years.
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| worked as a newspaper reporter after getting that Journalism degree from
Sac State, but | yearned for more adventure. So through the Japan Exchange
and Teaching (or JET) Program, | went to Aomori Prefecture to teach English
in a scenic fishing village on the Shimokita Peninsula, at the northernmost tip
of Japan’s main island. That area is famous for its “snow monkeys,” which
bath in natural hot springs, or onsen, during the cold winters. (But when |
entered the onsen, all the monkeys quickly jumped out!)
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More seriously, my 2 years in Aomori made me deeply admire the Japanese
people: the dignity and simplicity of Tohoku’s traditional ways of life, the



impressive focus on teamwork and community, and of course the region’s
incredible natural beauty. My junior high school students there were about the
same age as some of today’s graduates. | have fond memories of those
students both in and out of the classroom: their respect for teachers and each
other, their cooperation in serving the same lunch to everyone and cleaning
the entire school every afternoon, their noisy laughter during school festivals
and club activities (and sometimes during our English classes).
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| returned to Sacramento in 1993 and met Hayashigatani-sensei for the first
time, when | began pursuing a master’s degree in Government here at CSUS.
Having been immersed in the mysterious Tsugaru dialect, my Japanese
listening ability was quite good. But in Hayashigatani-sensei’s Japanese class,
| quickly discovered that Tsugaru-ben was NOT standard spoken Japanese. |
also began studying kanji in a systematic way for the first time.
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Sensei and | shared various mutual interests, so we enjoyed many long and
meandering conversations in his office. He has written several books, and is
an expert on the comparative study of Mass Media in Japan and the U.S.,
while | had worked as a reporter and written freelance articles for the Asabhi
Evening News.
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My master’s thesis was about the Japanese American redress movement,
which resulted in a national apology and monetary compensation for the ethnic
Japanese who were forcibly interned during World War Two. In 1995 | wrote a
cover story on this topic for the Sacramento News & Review called
“Homecoming.” This kanji on the cover, kikyou, was based on the handwriting
of Hayashigatani-sensei (who responded to my request for a kanji sample just
before the newspaper’s publishing deadline).
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Thanks in part to Sensei’s generous letter of recommendation, in 1997 | was
able to return to Japan as a faculty member at Kurume Institute of Technology
in Fukuoka. | later moved to Fukuoka Jo Gakuin University, teaching English
and related subjects at those two universities in Kyushu for a total of 11 years.
Whenever | came back to Sacramento during summer vacations, | always got
together with Hayashigatani-sensei to discuss whatever research and writing
projects we were each working on at the time. Somehow it was always
Sensei’s turn to buy me lunch!
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In 2007, while still teaching full-time, | completed a Ph.D. in Political Science
at Kyushu University. My dissertation examined historical justice issues
related to World War Two that, sadly, continue to negatively impact the
geopolitics of Northeast Asia today. (Much of my writing about these issues is
online at the Japan Focus website.) Graduating from Kyudai was definitely my
highlight of 2007.
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That was also a year of tragedy, however. Five years ago, just before
Christmas, my Japanese wife died of cancer in Fukuoka. Rie was just 37
years old and our daughter, Victoria Kokoro, was just 1. So Kokoro-chan and |
moved home to Sacramento in 2008; we have been living with my mother in a
3-generational household since then. The healing process took time and
required various adjustments, but we are all doing well. My daughter is now 6
years old and in 1st grade at a great Catholic school. She’s also learning to
play “Sakura Sakura” on the piano.
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After working as a Japanese translator at NEC Electronics in Roseville, | am

now working in public affairs for the State of California. My daughter Koko has
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both Japanese and American passports, while | still have a Japanese
permanent residency visa. We are planning to visit our Japanese relatives in
Fukuoka later this year. In fact, depending on the yen-dollar exchange rate 20
years from now, | may even retire back in Japan—Ilike a ping-pong ball
bouncing back and forth across the Pacific Ocean.

| will close by offering just a couple of suggestions for today’s graduates in
English only.

| hope you will become ping-pong balls too! It is OK to change directions in
your life. Alternate between working and going back to school—be a lifelong
student of whatever you like. Always be doing two or three or four things “on
the side.”

Be adventurers and explorers! Travel as much as possible, especially when
you are young—and try to break away from the tour group. A great thing about
living in Japan for 13 years was that | could visit other Asian countries.

Hayashigatani-sensei is a better example of someone going outside his
“‘comfort zone” and taking some “life risks.” He was still in his 20s when he
moved to America—at a time when not many Japanese were making that leap.
Thanks to his adventurous spirit and the seeds he planted, thousands of
Americans and Japanese—including you—now understand each other better.

My 3 years of studying Japanese in Hayashigatani-sensei’'s classes here at
Sac State were invaluable. However, an independent drive for active “self-
study”, or Jli%#, is needed to achieve the goal of foreign language fluency.
Also, the concept of “delayed gratification”—working hard and making
sacrifices today in order to achieve some goal or reward in the future—is a
traditional part of the Japanese character. This means studying kanji even
when you would rather be playing video games on the iPad.

Another suggestion: Don’t worry if it sometimes FEELS like you are not making
any progress in your Japanese study. There will be alternating cycles of “dry
periods” (when you do not notice any improvement) and “breakthrough



periods” (when everything seems to come together). Do not pay too much
attention to these cycles.

When | lived in Japan, | saw many other foreigners move to the country and
begin studying Japanese with great energy and enthusiasm. These /A A S A
would dive into hiragana and katakana, make some initial progress, and then
start on kanji. But when they hit the first “dry cycle,” they usually got
discouraged and abandoned their Japanese studies forever. They quit before
the breakthrough came.

My final suggestion, | promise. Don’t be afraid to make mistakes: that is one
part of the Japanese character that is counterproductive for language learning.
The Japanese college students in my English classes in Fukuoka were usually
pretty good at the “receptive skills” of reading and listening, but not so good at
the key “productive skill” of speaking—due to the fear of making mistakes.

| remember visiting Vietnam for vacation in the early 1990s, before many
tourists went there. | was amazed at the Vietnamese | met there. They were
very eager to speak English, and they communicated effectively despite lots of
errors. For them English was a practical tool for social interaction, not some
test subject at school. So, in your Japanese studies and in your life, please
make many, many mistakes! And once again, CONGRATULATIONS on your
graduation, BHTE 5 T XWEF I ... Thank you.

END
Speaker bio

William Underwood’s first two years in Japan were spent teaching English at
junior high schools in Aomori Prefecture, as part of the Japan Exchange and
Teaching (JET) Program. He later taught English and related subjects for 11
years at Kurume Institute of Technology and Fukuoka Jo Gakuin University. He
received a Ph.D. in Political Science in 2007 from Kyushu University, where he
researched historical justice issues related to World War Il. He has been
guoted regarding his research by media organizations such as The Economist,
the New York Times, Reuters, and Voice of America. He has spoken at the



Foreign Correspondents’ Club of Japan, Stanford University, and George
Washington University. Both his master’s degree in Government (1996) and
his bachelor’s degree in Journalism (1988) were received from California State
University, Sacramento. He formerly worked as a Japanese translator at NEC's
semiconductor facility in Roseville, and as a newspaper reporter in
northeastern California. His freelance articles have appeared in publications
such as American Legion Magazine, Asahi Evening News, Far Eastern
Economic Review, Rotarian, South China Morning Post, and World & I. He
currently works in public affairs for the State of California (while maintaining a
Japan permanent residency visa). His website is williamunderwood.org.



