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Learning to Be Prepared for the

Unexpected
Krista Bogdanova
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I remember my first lecture at the University of Latvia when
the lecturer asked the students why they chose to study Japanese.
As they all, one by one, went on about their love for Japanese cul-
ture and comics, I slowly started to feel more and more like an out-
sider. While everyone seemed to have this shared love for Japan,
my reason was rather different — I just wanted to challenge myself.
I had never had any particular interest in Japan. However, when I
opened the university pamphlet and saw that there was an Asian
Studies Programme, I felt a sudden urge to take an unexpected
journey and learn Japanese. And so I did.

Even though it started with only the goal to take on a chal-
lenge, I fell in love with the Japanese language very quickly, and I
never questioned if I had made the right choice. When I was in my
3rd year of university, I applied and got accepted to a one-year Jap-
anese language and culture studies exchange programme at
Yamagata University. None of the people I knew back home had
ever been to Japan, so being in Japan itself was overwhelming
enough. But what I loved the most was that my Japanese proficien-
cy just skyrocketed. There were only so many people around me
who could speak English, so I had to learn Japanese fast. I remem-
ber spending hours with my electronic dictionary just so I could
make myself understood the next day. That was the best year of my
life, and I made myself a promise to do anything it would take to
come back to Japan. I just had to wait for my chance.

After I went back to Latvia and got my Bachelor’s Degree, 1
used any opportunity I had to be involved with Japan. I started to
teach Japanese at the Language Centre of the University of Latvia,
interpreted for Japanese guests, and participated in and helped with
organising Japanese culture themed events. After a while I decided
I wanted to continue my Japanese studies and got my Master’s De-
gree. When the Embassy of Japan in Latvia announced the Coordi-
nator for International Relations (CIR) position in Higashikawa last
year, | knew immediately that this was the chance I had been wait-
ing for.

Higashikawa is a small town in Hokkaido that has a sister-city
relationship with a small town in northern Latvia, called Rujiena.
Soon after my arrival, I learned that over the years both towns have
developed a truly deep and beautiful friendship, which has resulted
in many collaborative projects. There are annual exchanges be-
tween Higashikawa and Rujiena high school students, children’s
picture book series, artwork exhibitions, guest visits, and much
more. Last month, the Town of Higashikawa organised the 1st In-
ternational High School Students’ Photo Festival, which was anoth-
er project where students from Latvia were invited to visit Japan. It
was a delight to have been a part of it all.

A big part of my job as the Latvian Town Promotional
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Exchange Department CIR is to handle the many collaborative
projects between Higashikawa and Rujiena, including interpreting,
translating, cross-cultural consulting and planning. My favourite
part of the job is that I feel like the bridge that links both towns,
and there is no better feeling than being able to make contributions
and feeling like you can make a difference. Although my native
tongue is Latvian, I also do English translations and interpreting, as
well as English conversation classes.

Another important part of my job is to introduce Latvia and
the Latvian culture to the local people through school visits and a
project called “International Kitchen”, where the local CIRs intro-
duce food from their own countries. I feel that these activities have
not only greatly contributed to international understanding, but also
made me look at the country and culture I come from in a complete-
ly different light. I started to think about what it is that I wanted to
share about my country, what it is that I wanted others to know.
That is when I truly understood what Latvia and the Latvian culture
meant for me, which I had never really thought about before.

Latvia is a small country half a world away from Japan. Most
of the people in Japan, especially children, have never heard of it
and have no idea where it is, therefore at times I find it challenging
to talk about my country in a way local people can relate to. One of
my favourite fun facts about Latvia is that the well-known Japanese
song ‘““Hyaku-man bon no bara” originated from a Latvian song.
Also, I love to make comparisons, such as “Latvia is only about as
big as Hokkaido and has the population of Sapporo”.

This versatile role of CIR has completely captivated my heart.
I have never been able to put my finger on what I wanted my dream
job to be. I have always loved teaching, but I have never wanted to
be just a teacher. I have also loved interpreting and being involved
in cultural events, but I have never wanted to do just one or the oth-
er. This job is a combination of all the things I love. I never know
where my day is going to take me. Sometimes I would start my day
at the office, later go to school to talk to kids about Latvia, take part
in a movie and finish my day with an English class. The unpredict-
ability of this job used to be one of the scariest things for me, but
now I love it, because I have learned to be prepared for and em-
brace the unexpected.
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