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A DIP IN THE HOT POOL

My name is Ted Slaghek and I come from the Nether-
lands (Nederland). Since January 1990 I work in RIKEN
in the “Synthetic Cellular Chemistry” laboratory with a
STA fellowship.

The Netherlands is one of the smaller countries in
western Europe and has roughly the size of Kyushu. Our
national language is Dutch, not German. The population
is about 15 million and the majority is living in the west
part of the country. The name “Holland” refers nowadays
to this western part. In earlier times it was an independent
area, during which a lot of explorations were organized.
One of these explorations reached in the 16th century the
Japan islands and exported the word. The western and
northern part are mostly regained land from the sea or
lakes. Hence those areas are below sea level varying from
one to six meters. Still a lot of water is left which makes
it a perfect recreation area in the summer for fishing or
sailing and skating in the winter. Skating is very popular,
even more than soccer. Compared to Japan the Nether-
lands is situated north of Hokkaido. The climate is rather
mild in the summer, but rainy and sometimes quite cold
in the winter.

The Netherlands is a kingdom and we have a queen.
Her name is Beatrix. Her power is merely ceremonial.
She still has to sign every new law, but is not allowed to
refuse. The political power is divided in the House of
Representatives (second chamber) and the Senate (first
chamber). The second chamber is the law-making one
and consists of 150 seats. Elections for this chamber are
based on a “one man one vote” system. Every political
party (about 20) must get enough votes for one seat,
so there is no 5% rule like in Germany. The result is that
now up to 10 different parties have seats. Some of them
only one or two. The election-result is used for the for-
mation of a government. Since it is very difficult for one
party to get more than 50% of the votes, the government
is usually a coalition between two or more parties. The
coalition can stay maximum 4 years, then new elections
have to be organized. This system is quite different from
the Japanese elections.

Also the education is organized in a different manner.
From the age of four education is compulsory and starts
with two years kindergarten. After this primary school
takes six years before a student can advance to the sec-
ondary school. Now several options are possible. The mini-
mum period is four years. Next to this five or six years are
possible. The latter prepares for a study at the university.
Once graduated from this stream no entry exam is requir-
ed for entering an university. Some studies like medicine
have usually more applicants than places are available,
that’s why a lottery based on the graduation results de-
termines the lucky one’s. All the education is payed by
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the government and if needed easy loans with low interest
rates can be obtained from the same government. This
makes it possible for everyone who has the capability.

Coming to Japan was a dip in the unknown. I had
no idea what it was “living in Japan.” I never experi-
enced the fact of not be able to read any sign or not be
able to speak the language. After more than one year
reading is still quite impossible but it doesn’t hamper me
in travelling or getting what I want.

There are somethings, which looked very strange to
me. I understand the fact, that foreigners have to be
registered in someway, but naming the gaijin card “alien
registration card” (I am not an alien) and having to give
a fingerprint was difficult. Another thing is the tatami-
mats. I do not understand, why Japanese still like to sleep
on straw. In the humid summer they can get mouldy and
are difficult to clean. After a while little bugs are living
in it, which are difficult to remove.

In conclusion I can say, that I like living in Japan. My
experiences so far are positive and I love the food except
nato. The country side is beautiful and just one hour
away with the tobu line. A Japanese bath is always hot
enough, and as my friend Jean-Marc would say it, I will
try to enjoy it as much as possible.

“Ridderzaal” the oldest building of the houses of
parliament.
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