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The 10th anniversary of the New Zealand exchange

The 10th anniversary of the New Zealand exchange

Looking towards the future
Let's Homestay / Director
Stuart Cundy

Lyok—2R74 ik
AFaT—=bArTH

Last year we proudly celebrated the 10th consecutive year that the Labo International Exchange
Foundation has sent a group of Labo students to Tauranga, New Zealand. Given the adversities over the
last 10 years which included SARS in 2004, N1HI Flu of 2009 and the Great East Japan Earthquake earlier

last year, Labo continued to visit us and achieve the 10 year milestone.

We have had 610 Labo students stay with over 400 families in Tauranga over the past 10 years, some of whom have hosted a Labo
student as many as 6 times. The inaugural IN-NZ Labo program involved 2 schools, Tauranga Intermediate School and Tauranga Girls
College. In the 2nd year Tauranga Boys College was introduced which made up the three core schools that have hosted the program
each year. In some years when numbers were up, two schools in the Otumoetai area of Tauranga were brought in to help host, Otumoetai
Intermediate and Otumoetai College. However it was fittingly ironic that the Labo numbers for the 10th anniversary year were enough for
just the three core Tauranga Schools to host and help celebrate the achievement.

I for one am very honoured to have this association with Labo. After meeting Labo staff in 2001 and then visiting the Head office in
Tokyo the following year I started to gain an understanding in respect to the concept of the aims and goals of Labo. During a short stay
with my own family in Nishinomiya City, Hyogo-ken in 2006, I was able to send my own children to a Labo activity. They enjoyed the
mix of English and Japanese of the Labo themes and playing with the other kids. I would often find myself talking with the other mums
outside while we waited for the activity to end... it was a great opportunity for me to see a Labo activity in action thus furthering my
understanding of the Labo culture.

For me it seems to be the environment created by the Labo concept that draws a particular type of child and family to the organisation.
Here in New Zealand many host families and the schools alike keep the schedules open so they may host the Labo group each year. This is
a credit to Labo organisation and to the calibre of child that visits us from Labo each year.

Where to from here? I would like to see the New Zealand program grow in popularity amongst the Labo members. I would like to
create more awareness in New Zealand for the Labo In-Japan program and to be able to provide our past In-Japan participants with more

intern opportunities. Thank you Labo for 10 enjoyable years and I look forward to the next.
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A Taste of Japan
Obento: Japan in a Box Lunch, Anyone?

When I was first considering what aspect of Japanese culture to
explore through my cultural project, I thought of three possible topics:
kimono, Japanese fashion, and obento. While much research has been
conducted on all of these topics, I finally decided to learn as much as [
could about obento. As I discovered the importance of food culture in
Japan, it seemed that obento could lead
to opportunities to learn more about other
aspects of Japanese culture and daily life.

I first needed to find out exactly , =}
what “obento” was. Also known as a r*‘i‘
Japanese lunch box, obento is basically ‘E‘

a single-portioned meal that requires
neither refrigeration nor heating, and can
be casily carried by hand. Traditionally,
the goshiki colours found in classical _
Chinese philosophy, blue, yellow, red, =
white, and black should be found in the &
obento food contents. While there are

some exceptions, this definition of obento covers a wide range of
examples from the nation’s most culturally and historically significant
periods, making the common lunch box an immensely underrated and
overlooked icon of Japan.

Through online books and articles, I discovered that obento
has a long history within Japan. In general, most modern scholars
agree that the practice of obento first was seen in Japanese culture
during the 12th century. However, examples of obento use such as in
the Japanese custom of hanami have been found in many Japanese
historical records.

Exploring the long history of obento helped me to answer a
question I have been wondering since I first arrived in Japan: why
is there always plastic grass in obento? 1 found that leaves were
originally used to divide or wrap certain foods and help keep them
fresh. By looking at the leaves, people could see how fresh the food
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was. The freshest foods had the greenest leaves. These leaves were
also used to keep the different flavors from mixing together and are
still used like this today.

After I had learnt the basic information about obento, 1 wanted to
try making different obento myself and see what kinds of obento people
make nowadays. Labo volunteer leaders organised obento-themed Labo
gatherings while my host mothers would include me in their obento
preparations and allow me to try making obento, too. These experiences
helped me to really understand the
importance of obento in Japanese families.

My host mothers have also shown me
] that an obento is meant to be healthy, tasty,
" and enjoyable. “Kyaraben”or character
obento, is an easy way to introduce new
foods to their children. By using food to
make fun characters, children will begin
to eat foods that they might normally be
scared to try. In this way, obento helps
to make sure that children eat a healthy,
balanced lunch while introducing new
foods.

Mothers in Japan work hard to prepare meals that are not only
healthy and tasty, but also show their love. I found that obento are
used as a way for mothers to connect with their children. When I saw
the obento my host mother had prepared for an undokai, school sports
day, I could see that the obento itself was another way for the mother
to show her love and support during the big event. This type of obento
preparation usually continues until the end of primary school.

Through this project, I have developed a deeper understanding
of obento and its role in Japanese society. For this, I wish to thank the
Labo mothers and volunteer leaders who not only organised obento
parties for me, but also let me loose in their kitchens, too. I know I
will continue to have an interest in making obento in the future. I
am lucky to have had this experience and plan on introducing this
wonderful piece of Japanese culture to my family and friends when I
return to Australia.
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