JREF Essay Contest: my Japan admiration
One day, a couple of years ago, I discovered something that was called “manga”. Manga was my first step towards my interest in Japan. At that moment I had no idea that this passion would become very precious to me. Little by little, I began to discover much more about Japan. Gradually, I became more interested in that mysterious country named Japan. The Japanese culture was completely different from the one I was living in, the one that I was so used to: different art, different habits, different manners. The contrast between these cultures might be one of the reasons why I'm so fascinated by it. Since I was attending an art school, I was quickly drawn to different forms of Japanese art. I felt most attracted by the traditional Japanese arts. Especially Ukiyo-e, architecture, tea ceremony but most of all kimono. I found it puzzling that it was completely made of silk threats, and that the length of the sleeve or the color could tell more about the person who was wearing it. Although kimonos could be packed with flowers or be colored with bright tones, it still looked elegant with its simple shapes. Even though I was most interested in the traditional culture, that didn’t mean that I didn’t appreciate their modern culture. By nature, I'm not a bookworm, so instead of reading books, I deepened my knowledge by watching Japanese movies. I also started listening Japanese music on a daily basis. To such an extent that my favorite singer now is Hamasaki Ayumi and my favorite actors are Oguri Shun and Amami Yuki. 
As time passed, my parents noticed that I was developing a passion. They stimulated it by going on a holiday to Japan. When I put my first steps in Japan I was absolutely blown away. The first impression I got were the pink cherry blossoms of April. This journey brought me so much more than I had ever expected. Apart from visiting shrines, temples, castles and eating Japanese food, there was something else I was captivated by: the people. Their way of living felt different from the European one. People were very helpful, in spite of the communication problems because at that time I didn't know any Japanese; they were always trying to help us out, whether it was finding a street or showing us the way to a certain shop, they kindly explained and repeated it for us. 
Something that caught my attention was the harmony between the beauty of the traditional ancient and the liveliness and quickness of the modern new. I am still intrigued by this: in the middle of the city, next to newly built houses, you can suddenly find a traditional Buddhist temple or a Shinto shrine. When you walk in the streets, sometimes you can see a girl who is wearing the latest fashion trends walking next to a woman wearing an old silk kimono. After returning from my first holiday in Japan, I became all the more certain of what I wanted to do. I wanted to learn Japanese and go back to Japan as quickly as I possibly could. It took me some time to master the Hiragana alphabet properly, and once I did, I took Japanese summer courses. There I met other people who were impassioned by the same things as I. Meeting these people was a good thing for me. There I realized that even in this group of people, I seemed to be the one who was most serious about going to Japan, about making my wish come true. After having given a lot of thought to it, I decided to face my mom: I told her I wanted to study abroad, in Japan. I had expected her to laugh at me, but on the contrary, she told me to work hard, and try my best. So I knew that I had to work hard, because you have to meet certain standards to be enrolled in a Japanese university. I want to reach that level of Japanese to be able to enter a Japanese university someday. But my main reason is that I love the language itself. The sound is very clear but the writing system is very complex; every time I learn a new word or a new Kanji I feel cheerful and want to be able to know more.
I went to Japan a second time, and studied some Japanese there. I learned more Japanese but also more about the country itself. I felt that I was progressing in speaking the language. I went from being able to pronounce a few words to being capable of expressing short sentences, and could understand better what people were saying. As you could expect, I felt proud of myself which only motivated me even more.
Before, I was never able to attach myself to a place, even after moving to a different city, I had no difficulty leaving it behind. With Japan it felt different, when it was almost time for me to leave Japan, I felt sad and I had difficult time saying goodbye. Back home, I felt a little homesick and now that I'm home again, I do nothing else but thinking and talking about Japan. At my place, my parents, brothers and sister don't really want to listen to me anymore, because they already know that Japan will be the topic of my conversation.
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