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We depart from Nishiaizu, heading east via the Ban-etsu Express- |
way in our trusty, rusty, Suzuki WagonR.
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11:30am

We decide to go north and get off the exit at Nihonmatsu. From
Nihonmatsu we eventually merge onto Route 114, a long winding road
cutting through the mountains that goes straight to Namie.

Fukushima is big—as we drive further and further east we begin to
realize Aizu is a completely different region. Despite living in Nishiaizu
for three years, the farthest east we had been in the prefecture was
Fukushima city. Looking out the window now the trees seem different,
as do the farms.

We're used to the depopulated scenery of the countryside of Japan;
the crumbling houses, the overgrown grass—somewhat lonely struc-
tures that seem to have lost their owners. But it's a little different
here. These houses feel less abandoned than sort of lost, frozen in
time.

We continue along 114 and pass a checkpoint with two guards in
a booth. Multiple signs in both English and Japanese say something
like: “From this point on, no motorcycles, bicycles, or walking. Please
drive through as quickly as possible.” This was and continues to be an
evacuated area; fences block every driveway and side street off the
main road. The tall, leafless trees seem to be in conversation with the

empty houses—they ask, what happened?
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The road is slow going and there are traffic stops at various points
because of construction. Eventually we see a sign for a rest area up
ahead and we pull over to switch drivers. The parking lot is empty but
out of the building comes a man with a laminated TEPCO badge. He
asks politely if we're here for a screening. We wonder if he has mis-
taken us for workers or researchers of some kind. We apologize and
say we just wanted to use the bathroom. We drive off again.
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The other difference in the scenery here is the omnipresent and
menacing black (sometimes blue) plastic bags (BPBs). Alongside the
road, these bags are deposited in abandoned farm fields, parking lots,
and other unused spaces. We pass by hundreds and hundreds of these
bags, sometimes stacked four high and arranged in long, neat rows.
They have white numbers spraypainted on the front, but I’'m not sure
what they mean.

These BPBs have become a synonymous image with Fukushima.
They are filled with contaminated top-soil and plants. They're sup-
posed to be a temporary solution but as new piles continue to be
created, usable space grows smaller. TEPCO and the government ne-
gotiates with different landowners to buy or lease land to store these
bags for indefinite amounts of time. Do they have a clear plan? Will
they eventually build a giant facility to cover and hold all this soil? Are
we supposed to wait for the estimated half-lives to occur? Even then,
we will still have to measure the soil again. It seems like a gargantuan
task.

And already some of the bags are falling apart. Even from our car,
we can see frays at the edges of some, and rips in others. Sometimes
a lone bag or two is slumped in a corner, its contents seemingly spilled
around it. There is no effort to hide this either, by the way. Further
along the road the stacks and scale of the bags increase—big white
fences surround whole fields of what must be at least 300 bags each.
Entry into these fences is restricted to authorized personnel only. On
the front fence of each group there is a sign with the latest radiation
reading number, in micro-sieverts, but they barely register as you drive
past. Sometimes we can make out plastic tubes protruding from the
tops of the BPBs, like chimneys of some sort. Is it a ventilation sys-
tem? For what?

We drive on. The road is empty save for giant dump trucks that pass
us on both sides of the road endlessly, each time shaking our WagonR.
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12:30

We finally pass through the mountains and approach the town of
Namie. Our destination is the town hall building, a strangely osten-
tatious curved glass structure. Next to the structure is a small shop-
ping center that was recently constructed to encourage the idea of

re-building along with some sense of community. This small section
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housed a few restaurants, a souvenir shop, and a laundromat:*We
have lunch at one of the restaurants serving curry. The interior looks
brand new—kind of rushed, built with simple and cheap materials. The
furniture and silverware seem to be chosen out of economic reasons,
not taste. But the chefs are friendly, our lunch is delicious, and we
leave with our bellies full to walk around the town.

We wander towards the station and the passing cars all give us a
strange stare. No one else is walking. Everyone in the cars seems to
be either a construction worker, security personnel, or some other sort
of employee involved with the town or Daiichi. Approximately 80% are
wearing masks of some kind. 95% are male.

| start to see something | call the “Han-bun House”—a half house,
| guess. One side is old; historic, on the edge of falling apart. Then,
strangely, near the middle it's conncected with a brand new structure.
There seem to be han-bun houses on every street.

Actually there's construction everywhere and many new houses are
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being built from scratch. But everything has the “pre-fab” look that is \
synonymous with a lot of contemporary Japanese architecture; pastel \
color schemes, cheap building materials, faux-brick and wood facades,

devoid of any personality. They all look vaguely temporary, as if they're
not designed to last a long time.

The station is deserted but suddenly as we walk past a monument
a rock starts to belt out a song: ERDERL X K545 by NEE. Appar-
ently, the singer had some connection to Namie, We stop and listen
to the sad song and imagine we must look strange, like tourists that
don't belong. We walk on and the sounds of the singing rock continue,
slowly fading.

A barber shop with broken windows. The chairs and hair cutting i
material all still there, collecting dust. A bank with its metal shut- “
ters drawn, dangerous cracks protruding from the entrance steps. An
kindergarten long deserted. The red giraffe in the playground stares at
us with big friendly eyes, oblivious to the loneliness of the scene. It's
waiting for the day kids can climb on its back again.

It hits us that playgrounds, perhaps more than anything, symbol-
ize the problem Japan faces for its future. They're often colorful and
creative—strange shapes that stand out in an otherwise uninteresting
field. But with no kids to play on them they become useless, except
to constantly remind us of a time that was, and no longer is. As the
population of Japan continues to age and as less and less children are
being born, what will happen to this society?

"
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Lots of security and police cars roam the streets. All of them give us
looks. Must be an industry that's doing well. A few days ago there was
a man on the evening news caught burglarizing houses in a restricted
area. | wonder what drove him to risk his health to enter such a dan-
gerous zone. Maybe he was just greedy. Or maybe he was desperate.
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14:00

We get back to the car and look at the map. The ocean seems close
to here. Maybe from the coast we can look down and see Daiichi. So
we drive east again, past former rice fields that now only store BPBs,
bound for the sea. But as we get closer signs tell us not to enter—
we're prohibited unless we have permission. We still can’t see the
ocean so we turn back on the main road, Route 6, and decide to drive
south towards the nuclear plant.

Route 6 seems like it was a typical Japanese main road connecting
towns; familiar shopping center signs and chain store§™populate the
landscape but everything is abandoned. Every intersection and side |
street is barricaded with gates and guards, checking license plate
numbers and I.D.’s for those permitted to cross. We're not allowed to
turn or stop. It feels kind of militaristic.

A FamilyMart with the front doors broken. | can briefly see an over- j
turned magazine rack on the floor. A car dealership with what looks |
like brand new cars covered in weeds and vines, the price tags still |
on the windshields. A pachinko parlor with overturned bikes in the = |
entrance, as if it were deserted in a rush. Which is, in all likelihood,
exactly what happened. 8 years later, it's all still here, untouched. ‘f

\

This road is filled with more huge dump trucks and those long boxy
Toyota cars that all the company people use. Everyone’s involved in
some way with the power plant or the cleanup efforts. The amount of '\‘
activity is surprising to us. For some reason, we had an image that the |
bulk of the clean up had been done, and most.of the challenges were
at the plant itself. Thinking back on that now, it feels stupid and naive.
This was/is a nuclear disaster. The work is endless.

Once again, we're the only ones not seémingly employed by some
sort of company operating in this area. We feel conspicuous as we
drive along in our WagonR and the truck drivers occasionally glance
down from their cabs. The drivers seem to be all men again by the
way; some of them wear headphones, most look bored. This all seems
quite routine for them, driving back and forth, daily, perhaps many
times. Some of them shout at each other from open windows, like they
know one another, a community of sorts.

I look at the map and Daiichi is almost directly to the left of us. At
this point on Route 6, this also means passing by a large hill that cuts
off any view. | strain to look—stopping the car is unthinkable here,
obviously. | can barely make out some large towers, and maybe some
cranes. This is the closest we will get to Daiichi today.
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15:30

We continue south on 6 and the signs tell us (thankfully) there's a
place where non-official vehicles can turn off. So we depart the pa-
rade of dump trucks near a station called Yonomori, which seems to
be out of commission. We're more south than we intended, so we can’t
return the way we came. We get on the highway towards Iwaki that
will curve back towards Aizu. Ea

We suddenly realize we haven’t seen a single crow since Nihonmat-
su. Not that we would have anyway of knowing, but the woods also
feel strangely life-less, as if it were another home that was unwillingly |
abandoned. Are there still animals living there? Do they have any idea
of what’s going on?

Another notion is: perhaps because we are curious about the situa-
tion and eager to learn more, (and honestly, pessimistic on the whole)
our observations are skewed. Maybe there were plenty of crows and |
we just decidedly ignored them, or maybe this just isn’t the time of
day when they're out anyway.

We drive on the highway, our trip concluded, alone with our
thoughts. Visiting the area is a lot to take in and it's somethlng that's |
incredibly hard to describe without seeing it in person. |

ZZTHVA W [—hH AT I AEELD?] | } ‘
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And now the question: what do you believe? \
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We were thousands of miles away in New York when the disaster |
of 3/11 happened. We could sense it was a big deal but it was hard to |
feel connected to what was happening on the ground and the scale of ‘
destruction and evacuations that followed. At that time we were sim-
ply outsiders along with much of the world, helplessly watching from
afar.

From then to now, we don’t support the continuation of nuclear
power. At the same time, we've come to realize it's not as simple as
just taking sides. The disaster in Fukushima, and Chernobyl before i
that, has exposed a paradox in our modern society. How can one con-

tinue to support nuclear energy even as the supposedly fail-proof sys- |
tem collapsed twice? How can one profess to be anti-nuclear power if |
they continue to consume energy at the same amount? How can we all
begin to understand radiation and the effects of fallout from a nuclear
disaster on humans and the environment in an objective way? It's easy |
to get caught up in the political narratives and emotions that follow,
and often, it’'s necessary. But building a path towards a different world |
requires us to take some honest and serious critical self-reflection. ‘
It's increasingly common nowadays to read about the newest green |
sustainable energy source or the next scientific breakthrough that will
make coal or gasoline obsolete, but it’'s much more rare to see anyone
proposing a fundamental change in our consuming habits. It’s a fair
question to ask why and more importantly, what can be done?

For what it’'s worth, we believe that on a personal level, it can
start with less. As in buying less things, using less resources, and
learning to understand what you actually need to be happy and exist.

In his introduction for Walden, Bill McKibben summed up Thoreau’s
thesis in two questions: How do | know what | want? How much is
enough? Perhaps if we ask ourselves these questions honestly, we'll
find the answer is more often than not, very little. Starting from here,
it may be possible to envision a future world that is truly sustainable, |
safe, and healthy. If there’s ever a situation that can continue to put
forward these questions in our context today, it's Fukushima.
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