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Reflections from a Visiting
Professor from California

Kenneth Kazuo Tanji

(University of California, Davis)

It was an honor to be appointed a Visiting Professor in the
Division of Science and Technology of the Regional Environment,
Graduate School of Agriculture, Kyoto University, from July
through December 1996. This was my most academically
stimulating sabbatical leave for me and much was accomplished.
Let me give you some details.

When 1 was introduced to the Faculty of Agriculture, I
pointed out that Kyoto was very dear to my heart because my
father spent several years here in Kyoto about 70 years ago as a
disciple of Tenkko-san at Ittoen, now located in Yamashina. I also
mentioned that Kyoto University is dear to my heart because my
friend and colleague Professor Toshisuke Maruyama is located
here.

This was my fourth trip to Japan. I was a 1984 JSPS Fellow in
the Laboratory of Irrigation and Drainage, Kyoto University, and
met many students and graduates of Professor Maruyama’s
Laboratory. Then, Professor Shintaro Kobayashi of the
Laboratory of Regional Planning was the Associate Professor in
the Laboratory of Irrigation and Drainage, Dr. Tsugihiro
Watanabe was an Assistant Professor who is now an Associate
Professor at Osaka Prefecture University, and Dr. Haruhiko
Horino was a graduate student and now is the Associate Professor
in the laboratory. I am acquainted with Professor Toru Mitsuno,
the current professor of the laboratory, through participation In-
ternational Conferences and visits to Okayama University.

My second trip to Kyoto occurred during the 14" Interna-
tional Congress of Soil Science in 1990. At that time, I visited the
Laboratory and presented a seminar. My third trip to Japan was in
1995 when I co-chaired an International Conference on Desert
Technology at Fuji Motosuko Hotel with Professor Isao Endo,
Chemical Engineering Laboratory, Riken. The proceedings of
that conference at the base of Mt Fuji is found in a special issue of
Journal of Arid Lands Studies. Prior to the conference, I met with
Professor Maruyama and Dr. Watanabe to finalize plans for the
Visiting Professorship.

What did I do in the six months at Kyoto University? I
presented 13 lectures to students in the Division on salinity and
related problems in irrigated agriculture. My goal was to provide
a working knowledge so that students can go overseas to observe
salinity problems and evaluate them quantitatively. Every lecture
had a handout of references and lecture notes, tables, graphs, and
equations. Most of the lectures had an accompanying Excel model
to simulate and evaluate specific problems such as rootzone salini-
ty, leaching fraction and relative crop yields. The lecture notes
and Excel models can be obtained from the Laboratory of Irriga-
tion and Drainage through Associate Professor Horino or Assis-
tant Professor Kimihito Nakamura, who at that time was my
Teaching Associate and doctoral graduate student.

I presented an invited paper before the International Sym-
posium on Development of Basic Technology for Sustainable
Agriculture under Saline Conditions at the Arid Lands Research
Center, Tottori University. I also presented a paper before the
Open Public Seminar on Soil Desertification and Salinization held
in Kyoto and co-sponsored by Kinki University, Osaka Prefecture
University, Kyoto University, and JALDA. Seminars were also

presented at Kinki University and Iwate University.

Professor Maruyama and I wrote a 350-page book with a title
of Physical and Chemical Processes of Soil Related to Paddy
Drainage. This book written in English was published in 1997 by
Shinzansha Science and Technology. Although I had carried out
some research on water quality aspects of paddy rice in California,
I was not fully aware of the extensive soil physical and drainage
research carried out in Japan, especially in Professor Maruyama’s
Laboratory. Both Professor emeritus Maruyama, who is now at
Nihon University, and I are very grateful for all the help students
in the laboratory gave us in producing the sketches and graphs.
Hopefully, this book will be of interest to anyone dealing with pad-
dy rice.

I might mention that I obtained a B.A. in Chemistry from the
University of Hawaii and my highest earned degree prior to 1997
was an M.S. in Soil Science from University of California. At UC
Davis, I worked my way up from a Staff Research position in 1958
to Professor, Step I, in 1977 and to Professor, Step VIII, highest
rank at the University of California, in 1995. I also served in
several administrative posts such as department chair and direc-
tor of endowed foundation. So, Professor Maruyama and Dr.
Horino suggested that I complete a doctor’s degree here at Kyoto
University during my sabbatical leave. I wrote a thesis on Model-
ing Saline Drainwater Reuse by a Eucalyptus Tree Plantation in
the San Joaquin Valley of California. This is a 2-dimensional finite-
element transient water and salt flow model that was calibrated
and validated with field data. I successfully defended my thesis
before a committee in October 1997, and was awarded the Doctor
of Agricultural Science in January 1997. This was a milestone
achievement for me and I am proud to be one of the 65 Dr. Agric.
Sci. graduates from Professor Maruyama’s Laboratory.

How did I accomplish all of the above in six months? First of
all, my wife stayed back in California and I lived in Shugakuin In-
ternational House where my nights were free and I was able to
work almost every weekend. Secondly, I had much support from
everyone in the laboratory from administrative to technical help. I
have very fond memories of the graduate students who were my
PC consultants and taught me an incredibly wide range of science
and engineering while I tried to provide some help in their thesis
work. My lectures would not have gone so smoothly without
Nakamura-san’ s help in displaying real-time changes in the model
simulation results. I appreciated the students allowing me to go to
lunch with them in the cafeteria as well as weekend lunches off
campus. We not only talked about science but also culture.
Graduate students Kimihito Nakamura and Takao Nakagiri, who
is now on the faculty at Osaka Prefecture University, were always
in the laboratory when I needed help. I owe particular gratitude to
Associate Professor Horino who challenged me in my thesis work.
In fact, my thesis work is of higher quality than the journal publica-
tions arising from 10 years of research on agroforestry, thanks to
Dr. Horino.

What are my observations? I think the faculty and students of
Kyoto University are of the highest quality. The faculty and
students are addressing cutting-edge research in Japan and
critical applied research overseas. The graduate students here
work harder at research than most of my graduate students at
Davis. To be fair to my students, they take about 30 units of
course work, many of them advance graduate courses, for their
Ph. D. program in addition to completing a dissertation. Most of
my students are supported as Research Assistants on my com-
petitive research grants obtained externally.

My connections with Kyoto University goes deeper than I
what I have pointed out so far. Professor Maruyama spent a sab-
batical leave at UC Davis while I chaired the Department of Land,
Air and Water Resources which had about 54 faculty members.
Mr. Naoki Hayashida was my graduate student in Water Science
after graduating from Professor Maruyama’s Laboratory. He is




now with the Japanese Institute of Irrigation and Drainage.
Another student of mine was Kazuhiko Otani who was with JICA
and was a graduate of Ehime University from Professor Koichi
Sato’s Laboratory; Professor Sato being an alumnus of Kyoto’s Ir-
rigation and Drainage Laboratory and who had also spent a sab-
batical at UC Davis. Dr. Yumei Kang, a graduate of Kyoto Univer-
sity’s Laboratory of Soil Science, was a postdoc in my laboratory
and she is now an Assistant Professor at Kochi University. More
recently, Dr. Ken’ichirou Kosugi of Kyoto University’s
Laboratory of Erosion Control spent his sabbatical leave in our
Hydrology Program. And Associate Professor Tsugihiro
Watanabe, formerly from Kyoto University, also spent his sab-
batical leave in my Laboratory of Chemical Hydrology.

In addition, I have been acquainted with Professor Hikaru
Tsutsui in his previous position with FAO-Rome and now with
Kinki Unjversity; Professor Tsutsui is also an alumnus of the
Laboratory of Irrigation and Drainage. I will be participating in a
joint Monbusho project in Egypt and Pakistan between Kinki

University (Prof. Tsutsui), Osaka Prefecture University (Prof.
Ogino), Kyoto University (Prof. Mitsuno), and Tottori Univers-
ity’s Arid Lands Research Center (Assoc. Prof. Otsuki); all
graduates of the Laboratory of Irrigation and Drainage.

In addition to my connections with Kyoto University, I have
long-term relationships with Professor emeritus Toshio Cho of
Kyushu University and his son, Assistant Professor Hiroyuki Cho
of Saga University as well as Professor emeritus Jiro Sugi of
University of Tokyo and his grandson, Shuichi Sugi, a doctoral
student at Tokyo University of Agriculture. It should be clear to
you that networking is an important aspect of professional col-
laboration and scientific exchange. I have e-mail addresses of the
students in Professor Mitsuno’s Laboratory and occasionally chat
with them.

In summary, I had an academically stimulating appointment
at Kyoto University and a wonderful time renewing old acquain-
tances and making new friends. I believe that your International
Academic Exchange is a huge success.
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Looking back on the past year, it’s seems natural to reflect
back to my original goals—what exactly did I hope to accomplish
during my stay in Japan? It seems that my goals which seemed so
clear at the outset got blurred during all the excitement of living
in a foreign country. For one thing, I wanted to experience how
scientific research is conducted in another country. Kyoto
University was particularly appealing to me because it is very
strong in the field of pharmacology and medicinal chemistry—two
areas in which I hope to study as a doctor of medicine in the
future. Therefore, I could experience research in another country
in a lab that was well-known for its contribution to science. Since
science is growing increasingly interdependent as more
knowledge becomes available and labs become more specialized, [
also was interested in learning Japanese. I saw it as a means to
communicate and form relationships within the Japanese scien-
tific community. Learning the language is also imporant for learn-
ing about the Japanese people-and society—a culture near to my
heritage yet distant from my everyday life. That seems like a lot
to accomplish in one year. However, in retrospect, I realize that
they are all really different aspects of the Japanese culture, and
thus, my actual goal was to immerse myself in the Japanese
culture and actually feel what it’s like to be Japanese.

Before arriving, I heard many stories about doing scientific
research in Japan. I heard about students working in the lab 25
hours a day, eight days a week, about supervisors constantly over
your shoulder, and the infamous magnet board, which enables
anyone to instantly track your actions and how much time you’ve
spent in the lab. Well after a year in Japan I can honestly say that
they are all true, HOWEVER, it’s a lot more complicated than
what is seems on the surface. I regarded their habits through my
American eyes—the nine to five work ethic, separating work from
play. We think that there should be a definite line between work
and play, the two just don’t, or shouldn’t mix. Therefore, on the
surface, an American just seeing how many hours Japanese scien-

tists work in the lab is deceiving. The reason why they work long
hours is because the laboratory is not just a place to do work, but
also a place to socialize. As a result, there is definitely a feeling of
belonging within the lab group. I’'m not saying that one is better
than the other, but just that they are different and to understand
requires looking at them from different perspectives. Our lab
often eats lunch and dinner together, has daily tea together, plays
softball together—not just the students but the faculty too. There
are also several holiday parties filled with lots of food and all night
drinking which can’t help but to bond people together. Thus,
much to my surprise, there is no feeling of hierarchy within the
lab. There are professors, assistant professors, undergranduates
and so on, but everyone communicates freely with one another in
a friendly fashion. As a result, there is also no cutthroat com-
petitiveness between fellow students, researchers, or other
laboratories. It’s a very collegial atmosphere, where I always feel
like I can ask anyone for help anytime-student or faculty. Further-
more the idea of someone always checking on your progress via
magnet board or whatever was completely dispelled for me. Each
person is given the independence and possesses the motivation to
determine what needs to be done in order to accomplish his/her
goals.

By working in a Japanese lab I also realized how lucky I am,
as a scientist, to have been born in the United States. Most scien-
tific journals are in English and while some are translated into
Japanese, there are just too many journals to be translated.
Therefore international scientists must learn how to read scien-
tific journal articles in English in order to be successful. I have a
difficult time reading some journal articles and I don’t know of any
scientist in America who is caught up with all the information that
they need to read. Thus it must be much more difficult if English
is not even one’s first language. Not being sufficiently proficient in
English can definitely slow one’s work. Even some journals that
are published in Japan, and contain mainly Japanese scientists,
are printed only in English so that they can be circulated interna-
tionally. Therefore scientists must also be able to write in English
in order to publish in international journals so other scientists will
be able to read their work. Successful research also involves col-
laboration with other laboratories which requires one to speak
English in addition to reading and writing. It made me realize how
much I take for granted having English as my native language,
and appreciate scientists from countries where English is not the
first language.

Back to the Japanese language. One of my fellow
Fulbrighters said it best, “Why don’t they use a phonetic
alphabet?!?” Although I studied Japanese for two years in college,




from my first day in Japan I realized that Japanese people don’t
speak like my textbooks. And forget about dialects. But one of
main reasons I came to Japan was to learn Japanese. Although one
can study Japanese culture and history through textbooks written
in English, to really understand a culture one has to understand
the language. I realize that now more than ever. A book only tells
you one person’s opinion. But what better way to learn than to ac-
tually speak and live with the Japanese people, to hear for yourself
what are their views about gender, medicine, or politics. Before
coming to Japan, whenever I spoke Japanese I would try to
translate it to English inside my head. But after living in Japan, I
realize that some things just can’t be translated, it's just a feeling.
There is no English equivalent for every Japanese word and vice
versa. Only by living and speaking with the Japanese people did I
realize these nuances. Therefore through the language I learned
about emotions, expressions, and feelings that are important to
Japanese people. Now I realize that it is almost impossible to
study a culture, or grow near to a culture without being able to
speak its language.

As my year progressed I had opportunities to speak Japanese
and form friendships with Japanese students at work and at home.
I discovered that these relationships are also essential to
understanding the Japanese culture. In addition to daily living, we
cooked together, went on trips together, and often, just hung out
and talked all night. All these events enabled us to grow even
closer in our relationships and understanding of what makes us all
tick—through trials as well as triumphs. Every person I've met

here has something new to teach me about cultue, lifestyle,
philosophy, or friendship. In addition, by living in Japan, I am, in
turn, able to view my own American culture from another’s point
of view. I came here to learn about Japanese culture, but I never
considered how much I would learn about my own life. I never
realized how many things I take for granted in America, and how
many ideals have been ingrained in me because of the way I was
brought up. Senator Fulbright said, “Educational exchange can
turn nations into people, contributing as no other form of com-
munication can to the humanizing of international relations...” In
a very real way Japan for me has turned from a nation into people
who I now call friends. Now when I return to America, 'm pretty
certain that the Japanese tourists will look a little different to me,
more than just strange people with cameras. Some of them might
even be my friends.

If I had to rate my year in Japan I would have to say, “ex-
cellent.” Not because I had a great time everyday learning about
the Japanese culture. In fact, there were more than a few days
when I wished I were anywhere else other than in Japan. I'm still
not fluent in Japanese, although my Japanese improved in leaps
and bounds. I didn’t get enough research done to complete a
manuscript, but I learned about research in Japan, I learned new
experimental techniques, and my results may eventually find
itself on a paper sometime in the future. I would rate my time “ex-
cellent” because I've learned about Japan through her people,
and, as a result, gained a new perspective of others around me as
well as of myself.
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