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1 From Vietnam to Japan…  
 
Vietnamese but born in Kuala Lumpur, the time was short before I took my first plane. I was 

6 months when my parents and I arrived in Switzerland as Vietnamese refugees. It was 1980. 

Since then, I’ve been living and studying the most part of my life in Nyon. Before I started the 

University I went for 6 months to Seattle to improve my English. I think it was there, 

thousands of miles away from Switzerland that I had my first encounter with Japanese people. 

It was a bit strange to be in the middle of so many Asians in the US, but it was a great episode 

of my life. I made a few Japanese friends and was pretty curious about their culture. I realized 

pretty quickly that they were quite “shy”, but very generous and friendly people to hang out 

with. I went back to Switzerland, with Japan in mind. It was October 2000. 

Time fled and Japan was like an old picture that would stay there somewhere in the middle of 

my memories. During my studies, I felt that I had to do something pretty uncommon in order 

to have more options in my future. That is when I took the decision to learn Japanese.  One 

day I went to buy my very first Japanese self teaching book, called the Assimil method. I still 

remember opening the book and thought “Oh! I’m so much in trouble, how can people learn 

this language? I must be crazy”. Well, maybe I am… 

I would take that book with me on the train and study with it on the way to Lausanne every 

single day. I started learning Hiragana, Katakana and some expressions. I did it for 2 years 

and found out that there were some Japanese people coming to my university as exchange 

students. I started meeting regularly some of them to do some language exchange. That was a 

very enriching experience and I made very good friends. 

After graduating from HEC Lausanne, I decided to go to Japan, improve my Japanese, travel 

around and if possible find a job over there. 

Starting looking on internet for some opportunities in Japan, I quickly realized that it wasn’t 

going to be easy to find an occupation. That is why I started searching for internships on the 

web, I luckily found the SJCC’s website and read about the scholarship. I was so interested 

that I immediately contacted Mr. Paul Dudler. I asked him information about how to apply for 

the scholarship and felt that I had found what I was looking for.  I was really excited about the 

whole thing. 

At that time, I still didn’t know if I would get the scholarship or not but at I had a great 

motivation to find an internship in the country of the rising sun. I didn’t really know where to 
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start, so I decided to go to the SJCC’s annual meeting and try to meet some people over there. 

I put my suit on and drove around 4 hours to get there (ok, 5 hours if I take in count that I got 

lost) and arrived at the meeting place, which was a Japanese style hotel. I was a little nervous 

because I didn’t know anyone but I watched the presentation of a scholarship recipient called 

David Braun with great interest. He was back from Japan and was telling us his experience, 

he seemed really nice so I went to talk to him. I asked him a lot of questions about how he 

managed to get the scholarship and he kindly told me his story. The information that I really 

wanted to know was, how he managed to get the internship, he replied that he went to a 

students forum and luckily met some companies over there who where interested in having 

some trainees in Japan. Because there was not that kind of forum occurring soon in my area, I 

had to find another solution.  

I got the idea to go to events where I could met some Japanese companies, and thanks to 

JETRO, I was able to do it. At the first meeting I tried to talk to the most Japanese people and 

tell them that I was looking for an internship in Japan. I asked for business cards and starting 

to write them as soon I went home. I received a few replies but unfortunately didn’t get any 

positive ones. I was disappointed but not ready to give up yet. 

A month after sending my application for the scholarship, I received an invitation from Mr. 

Dudler for a personal interview at his place in Arlesheim. I was really pleased and told him 

about my objectives and my motivation when I met him. After a few long days waiting, I 

received an email from him telling me that I was granted a scholarship! I felt extremely 

excited and dreamed about all things I would discover in Japan.. 

Back to the reality, it was then really important to find an internship. I wanted to do if from 

Switzerland in order to have less pressure during my first months in Japan. So, I finally 

contacted David Braun again, because I remembered that during his presentation he said the 

company would be looking for a trainee for the next year. I asked him everything I could and 

contacted the company called Syngenta. I applied telling them that I knew David and got the 

internship. I felt relieved and ready to go to Japan. 
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2 Why Sapporo 
 

 
 
Why did I choose to go to Sapporo? During the application process I had to think about where 

to study Japanese, I read some of the grantees reports and noticed that Tokyo was quite 

popular. I thought that it would be more original to go to another city before going to Tokyo, I 

started looking on different websites and watched the various landscapes of Japan; Hokkaido 

was the island that retained the most my intention. There were a lot of mountains and lakes 

that seemed to be so beautiful, that I quickly decided to study over there.  

 

Here is some information I found about Sapporo for the readers, who don’t know much about 

this beautiful city. 

Sapporo is located in the southwest corner of Hokkaido. The population is around 1.8 millions. 

The city measures 42.3 km from east to west, and 45.4 km from north to south. The climate of 

Sapporo is characterized by four distinct seasons, including a cool summer and a cold, snowy 

winter. Beautiful days continue from April to June, when the city is filled with green 

vegetation and blooming flowers. Although it becomes hotter in the daytime from late June, 

Hokkaido has no rainy season unlike elsewhere in Japan. The height of summer is between 
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July and August, with average temperatures sometimes exceeding 20°C. In September, 

temperatures drop with each rainfall and the precipitation increases as autumn goes on. The 

leaves begin to change color in October and the temperatures sometimes approaches 0°C. The 

first snowfall usually occurs in late October. From early December onward, the ground is 

continuously covered with snow. The maximum snow depth between December and February 

can reach up to approximately 1 metre, and the annual cumulative snowfall is about 5 m. The 

average temperature in January is -3°C. It becomes warmer in March around the time of the 

Vernal equinox. Ice and snow covering the ground typically begins to melt in early April.  

2.1 Looking for the school 
 

 
 
For the school, I searched on the web for Japanese schools and found three of them in 

Sapporo. I didn’t know which one to choose so I wrote to a grantee that went over there and 

he recommended me the Japanese language institute of Sapporo (JLI).  I contacted the school 

and did the application process. Everything went on well. 

3 Homestay in Sapporo 
 
At first I was planning to go the dormitory of the school, I asked the school to send me 

information about it and received by email documents in English. While I was thinking about 

which one was the best for me, my parents told me they knew some Japanese people living in 

Switzerland who could help me finding a homestay in Sapporo. I contacted them and they 

give me some contacts of another family. I wrote an email to the daughter of the family, 

explaining my situation and asked them if they could help me. That family, was really 

opened-minded about it, I think because their daughter had traveled quite a lot, and were 
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happy to welcome me. We finally agreed on the fees and I felt again very lucky about the 

whole situation. I just had to book the flight and everything was done. 

4 My flight to Japan  
 

 
 

It was the 3rd of April 07, I was about to take the plane from Geneva Airport, I took a last 

picture with my family at the entrance of the departure zone and told them goodbye. Sad to 

leave them, but happy and thrilled about my new adventure. I haven’t been many times in 

Asia. The country of the rising sun was just about 15 hours away from here and I couldn’t 

wait to step out of the plane once in Tokyo.  

The flight was long very long, fortunately the seats were comfortable, after flying quite a lot 

with Easyjet, I could feel a great enjoyable difference. Everybody had is own little screen TV 

and we could choose different channels, showing pretty recent movies. Time fled quickly if I 

may say and next morning, the 4th of April we finally arrived safe and sound at Tokyo Narita 

Airport.  

Note: for the people flying with British Airways, make sure you have only one hand luggage, 

there are really strict about it. 

 
 
Note for the arrival: 
 
I’m going to give a piece of advice to the recipients that will arrive to Japan without any visa. 

When you fill the immigration card, don’t write that you’re going to stay for one year, that’s a 

mistake I made and I ended in a little room where there they asked me questions about my 
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purpose of staying, the internship, etc.. it was quite stressing because I had to take my 

connection flight to Sapporo and the time was running out. I finally asked them to let me enter 

Japan with a tourist visa for 3 months and they “released” me after one hour. I hope this 

advice will help some people in the future. 

After getting my suitcase, I was asked to open it at the customs and of course it took some 

more time. At the time I knew it was impossible to catch the connection flight so I asked them 

to give me a paper saying that was flight was delayed. Having that in the pocket, I felt 

relieved and went to buy a ticket for the bus transfer. I was about to speak Japanese for the 

first time and I somehow managed to buy a one way ticket to Haneda. Great moment.  

Once in Sapporo, I took the train that was going to the center of the city, where the family was 

waiting for me. I had called them from Tokyo some they knew I was coming late. I finally 

met them at the station, and used all the combinations I knew at that time, to say that I was 

sorry. There were really nice and brought me to their place. 

5 First days in Sapporo 
 

 
 
The first days where not easy, fortunately with the help of the daughter of the family called 

Akiko, I got some explanation about how to buy a ticket in the subway, how to go to my 

school, where was the closest supermarket, where was the post office, etc…. I had a hard time 

memorizing the name of our subway station which was Horohirabashi. And I think that is 

when I started realizing that I should have focused on the kanjis before coming to Japan. If 

you think that knowing 200 kanjis is enough, be prepared to have some headaches during 

your first days. Seriously, the brain which is not used to see that many kanjis is kind of lost 
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and as a result you get tired pretty quickly, mixed this with the jet lag and don’t expect to be 

“genki” the first days.  

5.1 My school 
 

 
 
Few days after my arrival, I had to go to the orientation day of the Japanese Language 

Institute of Sapporo (www.jli.co.jp). All the new students had to gather that day and quickly 

noticed that the majority was Asian people. However, I saw some Russians and some persons 

from Sweden. We were all in a little classroom and some students started telling us in 

Japanese, their experience in the institute. I didn’t understand everything but fortunately some 

teachers were translating simultaneously in English. Once done, we waited in another room 

where we had to wait for a mini interview which would allow the school to place us into the 

different levels. I discovered later that I was in the upper beginner class.  

My classes were from Monday to Friday from 1PM to 4:30PM. I wish I had morning classes 

but they were reserved for advanced students. Zannen.. 

6 Administration  

6.1 The gaijin card (gaijin touroku sho) 
 
I went to the ward office of my area with the help of the school who gave me the address.  To 

get the ID card just bring your passport and 2 photos. You will receive a paper asking you to 

come back in the weeks to get the card. (note: the pictures you bring will appear in the ID 

card). I went back 3 weeks later and got the card in a few minutes. It was quite an 

achievement. 
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6.2 Opening a bank account 
 
I took me some time to open a bank account because of my tourist visa. If you already have a 

working visa, which again I recommend you to have before coming to Japan, you shouldn’t 

encounter any problems. For those who will be in my situation here is what I did:  

- First of all, if you have the chance to have a Japanese friend with you I assure you, it 

will be a lot easier. 

- Bring your gaijin card 

- Bring your passport 

- A Swiss document with your Swiss address (I brought my driving license) 

- Bring the contract of the company where you will do the internship 

- Taking with you the budget of the scholarship with the amount you will receive it not 

a bad idea. 

The two last documents will help you when they will tell you that you’ll stay only 3 months in 

Japan. You will have to explain them that you will do an internship soon and that you need to 

open a bank account in order to receive salaries and the scholarship. I opened my account in 

Mitsubishi UFJ knowing that there would be a lot of branches around Tokyo. 

7 What you should know about Japan before coming or  
notes on Japanese culture and communication 
 

 
 
Here are some random personal notes about Japanese culture coming from different sources, 

Japanese method book, some are from personal experience, some were taught to me by some 

Japanese people etc.. 
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7.1 Sumimasen 
 
You probably know sumimasen as “excuse me”, but it has actually many more meanings 

depending on the context. Japanese people use this expression to convey not only "Excuse 

me," but also "I'm sorry," and even "Thank you" after asking for a favor. You will hear them 

say sumimasen to attract someone's attention when initiating a conversation. You might also 

hear this expression from someone who mistakenly steps on your foot in a crowded train and 

wishes to apologize. It is a very useful expression in a wide range of social contexts. So it’s 

ok to use it often. Gomen nasai is more often used by women but I didn’t hear it so often. 

7.2 Expressions of modesty and deference in Japanese communication 
 
Japanese people are by nature modest, you can compliment as much as you can, and they will 

hardly just say “thank you” but will add something in order to downplay their abilities. In 

some culture negating a compliment may be considered as a sign of lack of confidence or 

even insincerity. But in Japan this way of communication happens daily. 

Here is an exemple: 

- You’re such a good tennis player, Yamada san ! 

-  Oh no everybody can play like this if they practice a little 

- I certainly can’t. Could you teach me? 

- Me? Oh no, you play far better as that I can. I’m the one who need to take lessons from you 

Yamada may be seen as too modest, but this is socially acceptable behavior in Japan. This 

humility is only seen as avoiding appearing to be arrogant. You don’t want to be perceived as 

someone arrogant if you want to make some friends. 

7.3 Questions phrased with a negative 
 
Have you ever asked a “yes” or “no” question to a Japanese person and felt something was 

not right with their answer? Here is why: 

When speaking to Japanese speakers and asking a question with a negative such as "Yamada 

san isn’t here right?" or "Isn't it hot today?" you will find that they will sometimes reverse 

"yes" and "no." For example, when asked "Aren't you Japanese?" they will answer "No," 

meaning "I am Japanese."  
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The trick is to understand that the Japanese “Yes” and “No” are slightly different from the 

English ones. 

Yes means “Yes, your statement is correct.” and No means “No, you statement is incorrect.” 

For example if I ask “aren’t you cold?” (samukunai?) you would reply in English, “yes, I am” 

but in Japanese you would have to say, “iie, samui desu”. Understanding this little difference 

will help you communicating better with Japanese, especially when they speak to you in 

English. 

7.4 Language depending on social level 
 
As you must be starting with Japanese, I’m sure you are already aware that they are different 

ways of speaking depending on the status of the person you’re talking with. As a beginner, 

you should have started with the neutral Japanese, meaning you can use it with a total stranger 

without offending him with a way a speaking that would be too friendly.  

Because you will quickly go to a restaurant, I really recommend you to try to learn the polite 

form that can be used by the employees. Knowing “tabemasu” and “nomimasu” are not 

enough believe me. I’ll give two examples.  

If you go to a restaurant they may ask you “nan mei sama desu ka” it just mean how many 

person are eating? Which is quite different from “nan nin desu ka”. 

If you go to a fast food they may ask you first “koko de o meshiagari ni narimasu ka? 

Meaning, are you eating in? Again quite different from “koko de tabemasen ka” right? 

8 The internship in Syngenta 
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As some may know, is a Swiss multinational among the leaders in the agrochemical industry. 

They produce and sell products for farmers like herbicides, fungicides etc... As planned, I'm 

working in the marketing department and all my colleagues except the head of the marketing 

are Japanese. Luckily for the first month I've been working with a French lady who was 

finishing her internship, she was really nice and taught be a lot about Syngenta. The first 

weeks were difficult because I had very few knowledge about the agrochemical industry, but I 

was interested in learning about the marketing. Syngenta was about to implement a new 

strategy and it was interesting to see the different stages of the process. I’m currently working 

while I’m writing the report, so I will spend more time about my stay in Tokyo in the final 

report. 

9 Swiss National Day in Tokyo 
 
The Swiss club organized a nice event for us in Tokyo, Swiss people were able to gather in 

the embassy in Tokyo and celebrate the National day. The party was hosted by the 

ambassador and the organization was incredible. We were able to drink Swiss wine, eat 

Raclette and even real sausages ! (Japanese ones are not the best). 

I met some of the scholarship grantees, mostly the ones who studied in the EPFL. It was the 

first time that I met them, having missed all the SJCC events that happened so far. We 

exchanged our experiences and decided to meet again. 

The most incredible event of the night was when we were able to see some Japanese people 

dressed in Swiss traditional clothes and playing Alphorn They were even looking more Swiss 

than us, as you will see in the following picture. Definitely something I will remember all my 

life and I just can’t wait to experience other events like this one! 

As a final word I would to thank Mr. Paul Dudler and the SJCC for allowing me to live this 

fantastic experience, which I hope will inspire some readers. 

 


