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* PROMENADE -

Working at the IIS as research associate in the Fukutani
Laboratory has provided me the highly appreciated
opportunity to leave the Ph.D. student’s life behind and set
out as a scientist on a professional basis. As a byproduct of
largely extending my academic horizon and skills as a
researcher, the entirely Japanese organization and
convenient location of the IIS in the heart of Tokyo
furthermore permitted me to obtain a quite profound
insight into life in Japan. Like many of my fellow German
countrymen, I knew little about Japan by the time I joined
the IIS in late 1997, and ever since then living here has
been a most exiting, challenging and enlightening
experience. In many ways the environs of the University of
Tokyo have never stopped to nurture my curiosity and
continue to keep me in a state of discovery and feeling of
growth even after several years.

(1) Scientifically, the institute’s favorable funding situation
permits performing state-of-the-art experiments even in a
field like Surface Physics, which requires comparatively
sophisticated equipment. In particular, frequent access to
the UT’s 5 MV tandem accelerator facility at the Research
Center of Nuclear Science and Technology (RCNST, on
Yayoi Campus near Nezu Station) has enabled us to
construct a system for non-destructive hydrogen detection
near solid surfaces and interfaces, which is probably
unique in the world. By combining hydrogen depth
profiling at a high resolution of only a few nanometers with
methods of surface physics, we could extend our studies
far beyond fundamental hydrogen-surface interactions to
reach into numerous fields of applied material science such
as microelectronics, vacuum and hydrogen storage
technology. The widespread relations connecting the broad
variety of laboratories at the IIS have greatly helped
establishing fruitful research collaborations, both academic
and industrial.

To me the magnificent and very functional new buildings
on the Komaba campus do not only symbolize the financial
power and dedication of the Ministry of Education to
promote high-profile scientific research. The convenient
concentration of laboratories of many different research
fields within one building complex bears a unique chance
for interdisciplinary exchange and mutual inspiration. As
much as I enjoy entering the clean building in the morn-
ings though, I cannot find much of this opportunity taken,
for the mainly gray walls in barely lit corridors give away
little information of the undoubtedly ingenious work being
conducted behind the doors. For this reason the annual
open-house exhibition held in June has become an event I
personally look forward to, since aside of providing a
chance to introduce my own work it allows to catch a short
glimpse of what is going on just outside my own laboratory.
Can’t we create a similarly open atmosphere that invites
communication on a more permanent basis?

(2) Culturally, immersing into urban Tokyo and adjusting
to Japanese customs has been a whirlwind of new

experiences and deep impressions
that I dare compare to enjoying a
second childhood. Naturally, the
magnitude of barriers in communi-
cation and accessibility of information
have initially struck me with surprise.
My struggles however to cope with
the cultural differences and ongoing
efforts to improve my literacy in
Japanese have in turn received endlessly kind and patient
support from the staff and the students of the IIS alike. I
gladly take this opportunity to express my sincere gratitude
to all those at the IIS, who have tolerated my humble
language skills and showed me great kindness and
encouragement.

Quite pleasant is usually also my encounter with Japanese
people in daily life, although the contact has to be
described as mostly superficial. Sometimes the severely
restricted time one spends in public or has available for
friends appears to be a much higher barrier in the way to
socialize than any language problem, which can always be
overcome by goodwill. In this sense I regard it as a good
sign, that recently people on the train tend to write short
messages on their portable phones: at least they
communicate. Let’s hope this development may also help
to reduce the consumption of comic books...

Despite Tokyo’s high-density population established
routines and obediently followed rules ensure that daily
procedures run extremely smooth. The non-aggressive way
in which people in Tokyo patiently endure the ubiquitous
congestion is simply an admirable display of discipline, if
one dares an outrageous comparison to the heat-loaded
atmosphere of a jammed German Autobahn at rush hour.
There are times that indeed I wish at least the famous
Japanese politeness would share the country’s success in
exporting technology...

(3) Personally, meeting the challenges of starting a
professional career abroad while facing considerable
difficulties in language and culture (and nevertheless
getting by somehow...) has been an utmost rewarding
process of continuous learning — and growth. Particularly
important to me is knowing that many of my experiences I
could not have made at any other place in the world,
especially not in Germany or the US, but that they are
uniquely connected to Japan. Looking back at the time
when I first arrived at Narita with two suitcases, a German
Ph.D. certificate, and (naively) my high school English
dictionary, time in Japan has turned me into a much more
knowledgeable and experienced scientist, an admirer of
Japan, a husband, and recently even a father. If somebody
asked me today ‘Would you go there again?’ I'd probably
say Yes!’

(WL BT Markus WILDE)
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