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Anthony Ramirez

Ever since | was a little kid, it was always my dream to go to Japan, having been exposed to
Japanese culture when | did Karate for 5 years when | was younger. | found out many more amazing
things about Japan through Japanese animations. My love for Japan grew every day, and that was
when | found out about this program, and | decided to give it my best to get accepted, and | was
able to get accepted as the 59th SA from Montebello. After a lot of preparing, | finally arrived in
Japan, and let me just say that it was a dream come true. | met so many amazing people that | am
really thankful for—the host families, the host ambassadors, the people from ACA—absolutely
everyone in Japan was so kind, caring, and loving towards me and Andrew, like nothing I've ever
seen before. | was able to learn so much about so many things, and every day | just wanted to learn
more; my curiosity peaked to its highest every day. | was completely fascinated by japanese
cultures and traditions. | was so happy to see temples, historic places, historic monuments, Nara
where there were deer, Kyoto where there were many temples, and Hiroshima where | learned more
about that important tragic day. When people ask me what was the best thing | brought from
Japan, | always tell them, “The memories,” and | truly mean it. Every day was absolutely amazing
with everyone—the welcome party, me playing piano for everyone, dancing the Soran dance,
meeting the officials in Ashiya, Osaka Expo, hanging out with the HA, the festivals, the fireworks
show with everyone, the Hawaiian concert, the schools | visited, the Karate Dojo, the farewell party,
and many more places. | do hope to go back again, this time having learned more Japanese since |
was able to learn Hiragana and Katakana during my stay in Japan, but now that | am back in

America, | will do my best to learn Kanji and Japanese grammar as much as | can. | really love
everyone in Ashiya, and | see you all as my family. Thank you, everyone, for everything. My 3 weeks
in Japan will always stay in my heart for the rest of my life because it was truly life-changing. | went
through so many emotions, and no words can express how thankful | am to everyone in Ashiya and
Montebello who made this possible. As Bandome-san said at the farewell party, “No program can
ever make you feel the way this program makes you feel. Anyone can tour Japan, but no other
program can recreate this feeling that you get from living with families here in Japan and creating
meaningful bonds”—something along those lines—which really resonated so much with me. Thank
you, everyone, for making my dream come true and for absolutely everything you all did for me. | love
all my family in Japan, and as | said before | left, &1c1a.
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Andrew Franco

When | went to Japan and stayed with the host families, it was the greatest three weeks of my
life. Every day, we had some crazy adventure to go on and a ton of fun stuff to see and do. | saw
the sights, met a bunch of deer, ate 9 bowls of ramen, did Japanese dances, visited Hiroshima
and so much more. The host families were beyond excited to have me. They went above and
beyond every day to be as kind and welcoming as possible. | would wake up every day missing
home and feeling a little lonely but they would always find a way to make me smile with their jokes
and their attitude. The food was also delicious. | ate so many bowls of ramen and gyozas and tried
many different things like octopus and wasabi. The sights were so beautiful. Everything looked
amazing and clean with no graffiti and zero
homeless people. Everyone also seems so happy in
Japan. They go about their day while trying to
make each other happy and it’s very nice to see.
Japan has so many things to see and buy that I'm
sad | was only able to be here for three weeks. |
hope to come visit for longer and maybe even go
to Tokyo sometime. This was a beautiful journey
that | will cherish for the rest of my life. | have been
telling everyone about it at home to try and raise
awareness of the program. Please keep this going
and give more kids the chance to experience what
| did. Arigato gozaimasu!
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The first half of 2025 was truly a season of “a thousand welcomes” from our friends in
Montebello.

In April, we were delighted to host Mr. and Mrs. Movsisyan, newly appointed board
member of MASCA (Montebello Sister City Association), along with Cristian and Astrid,
the 2015 & 2016 SAs. After graduating from university, Cristian joined the
Montebello Board of Education and now serves as MASCA'’s treasurer. Prior to their
visit, Nare Movsisyan reached out with questions about the ACA’s SA program,
including how students are selected and how the program is organized. We gave a
presentation to explain the details, and several SA alumni—Mr. Okuda, Mr. Yamazaki,
Mr. Kawakami, and Ms. Saji joined us for a lively and enjoyable exchange.

In May, former MASCA president Mr. Michael Okamura visited Ashiya and stayed for
five days. His visit included reconnecting with ACA members, exploring Ashiya’s rich
history, and touring remnants of Hanshin Modernism. He met with curators at City Hall
and visited the Ashiya City Museum of Art and History, the Tanizaki Junichiro Memorial
Museum, and the Yodoko Guest House. He also experienced a traditional Noh
performance and toured the “Disaster Reduction and Human Renovation Institution” in
Kobe. One of the most memorable moments was his lecture on the history of
Japanese Americans. After spending meaningful days in Ashiya, he departed for
Tottori, his grandfather's hometown.

Also in May, former Ashiya SA, Ms. Kasagi, visited old friends in Los Angeles,
rekindling cherished connections from her time in Montebello.

In June, we welcomed Ms. Susan Emerich Ritter, the 3rd SA back in 1966. She shared
that the student exchange nearly 60 years ago had a profound impact on her life.
Accompanied by her daughter and two granddaughters, now in high school, she
revisited places filled with memories. Though brief, we enjoyed a lovely lunch gathering
with several former Ashiya SA alumni.

These enduring, people-to-people connections are a source of pride for both MASCA
and ACA.

(*SA=Student Ambassador representing Ashiya and Montebello)
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English Lecture Program on “the History of Japanese American in America”
ACAElaR H HA
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Akira Tanaka, ACA Vice-president

On May 30 Friday, we held a lecture program titled “Japanese Americans- . ' | e
Struggle, Resilience, and Determination” by Mr. Michael Okamura, President of the d

Little Tokyo Historical Society who is now visiting Ashiya from Montebello city.

23 elementary school students and 4 teachers specially participated from Ashiya
International School. 55 public citizens also joined in and heard the program.

Mr. Michael Okamura plainly talked on Japanese Americans surrounded by the
then social situations, mental conflicts, distresses and so forth in pre-war,
wartime, and post war days for about one hour by use of many precious photos.
In the Q & A time after the program, some elementary school students asked
questions. We knew the participants’ high interest in this issue.




