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5@ “Be pitiful, for every man is fighting a hard battle.” —Ian Maclaren
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People often ask what shocked me the most when I
first arrived in Japan, and my answer has always been
“the lack of people on the streets”. On my first
weekend in Toyohashi, I was confounded by the empty
streets. I had expected people to be out on weekends,
just like in Singapore and Sydney, but was greeted by
the jarring image of empty streets and closed shops.
Similarly, Toyohashi was lovely, but it was worlds
apart from Singapore or Sydney, where restaurants,
malls, and other recreational centers were easily
accessible without the use of a car. It was a fact that [
had taken for granted in the cities I lived in, which
added to my sense of unease about living in a foreign
city.

And then, winter came along. To be honest, last
January was probably one of the loneliest times in my
life. I think that seasonal affective disorder has to do
with it; the lack of sunlight and the cold leads to lower
energy levels and pessimistic feelings. Having lived
away from family when I was studying in Sydney, I
had underestimated the problems that came with
actually living on my own. In Sydney, I was blessed
with friends who were my companions and help in
times of many, different types of needs, another fact
that I had taken for granted. In Toyohashi, having
spent less than 3 months in the city, I had few, if any,
friends who were busy and I was not willing to bother
my colleagues who had already helped me in various
ways. I felt alone and wanted to go home to familiar
surroundings, friends and family. Nonetheless, I picked
myself out of the rut and decided that if I could not
find friends in Toyohashi, I would just make full use of
my limited time in Japan to travel within the country.
During my journeys, I met many different people and
along the way, made a few friends in Toyohashi. There
are still times I wish I had my close friends close by to
talk to, but these moments come lesser and lesser.

I believe that the other foreign residents have gone
through similar experiences. In my job as an
interpreter for foreign residents, I often get asked
about my stay in Japan. When asked the same, the
answer has always been, “without Japanese it can be
really difficult” or “it gets rather isolating”. Some of us
are here alone with no friends or family to gain some
specific skills, others come from poorer countries to
work and earn money for their families back home.
Despite the beautiful winter illumination, winter can
be a bleak season for foreigners who do not have kin or
friends in the country especially amongst all the local
festivities in Christmas and the New Year. And so, as
winter approaches, let us be kind, especially to foreign
residents. Let’s battle the cold together with the
warmth of our hearts, show kindness to one another
regardless of nationality, and enjoy the beauty of
winter together.
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