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To be honest, when | found out that | would be living on Sado | had
no idea where it was or what it would be like. My knowledge of Japa-
nese culture and geography was minimal at best; | really only had
clichés of samurai, geisha and sushi in mind. | asked some Japanese
people at the cultural centre in my hometown if they knew anything
about Sado, and they didn't. This worried me slightly, because if Jap-
anese people had misplaced an entire island, then it must be very
isolated and small indeed. However, | figured that a rural area would
give me a better chance to experience Japanese culture and im-
merse myself in a life very different from my own.

I remember when | first got here and | drove the Sado skyline. Wind-
ing through the mountains and being able to see both Ryotsu and Sa-
wata at the same time left me feeling slightly hemmed in. | grew up
surrounded by many mountains and wide open spaces; a country
where if you didn't like where you were, you could just hike or drive to
the next location that suited you. Last year | spent a lot of time hiking
the mountains of Osado, and when | reached the top and saw ocean
stretching as far as the eye could see, | always felt deflated. | realized
that there was nowhere else to go, that | had reached my destination.

A year later, | have not been disappointed. I've learned to appreciate
the wildness of the sea and the endless horizon that stretches to-
wards other countries and other cultures, a world of people that seem
closer to me despite the expanse of blue that separates us. When |
hike, | don’t worry so much anymore about getting to the top; | stop a
lot and listen to the cicadas and the different birds in the trees. | ap-
preciate the fact that | am hiking on an island where the possibility of
being eaten by a bear or cougar is non-existent, unlike hiking in Can-
ada where you have to be much more cautious in the mountains.

When | walk back and forth between my schools and the kyoikuiinkai,
| am always drawn to the ocean, especially in the winter when the
sea is tempestuous and wild, the clouds above me a strangely lumi-
nescent deep blue. | have grown to love the fierceness of the storms,
the way that the trees along the shoreline are bent and crooked, yet
not broken. Geography shapes people in a way that nothing else can.
On Sado, | have found a commonality that | never thought possible, a
kinship with the strong and independent type of people that | know
back home. A year ago | would not have been able to imagine living
on an island and liking it, but | do.

| hope to spend the next year improving my Japanese, so that when
the wonderfully friendly people in my neighborhood and my charming
students are eager to chat, | can tell them how much | love Sado and
that | want to know more about their lives, because I'm certain that
we have much more in common than any of us can even imagine.
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