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"Let me ride through the wide open country that I love...

A few months ago I ate dinner at a very tasty Chinese restaurant in
Urasoe. Between slurping my ramen and savoring my pot stickers, I
managed to strike up an interesting conversation with one of the owners
of the restaurant. Noticing I was a foreigner, she asked me where I was
from. I told her I came from the U.S. state of Idaho and prepared to
launch into my usual spiel about potatoes and the Rocky Mountains - not
many people outside of the western United States are familiar with
Idaho, and even a number of Americans have trouble placing it on a
map.

Before I could say, another word, she smiled and responded, "Oh yeah?
I've been to Idaho." I reeled in shock and began peppering her with
questions. One of her sisters had married an American soldier from
Idaho and ended up moving there some years ago. She had gone to visit
her sister once, who now lives in Idahos capital city of Boise.

I proceeded to ask her about her impressions of my home state, to
which she shook her head in distress and replied, "It's so big. All that
empty space and those open ﬁelds There's no way I could live there!"
T}%IS response made me laugh. I'd never thought of Idaho this way
before.

There is a tradition in American folk music of singing about the joys
of open spaces and endless nature. In a number of cowboy songs, the
singer lauds the simplicity of life on the open range, wild and free,
listening to the birds smg and the wind rustle in the prairie grass. For
many Americans, there is nothing more beautiful than the thought of a
landscape untouched by human settlement, nature stretching as far as
the eye can see.

Imagine my surprise then upon hearing the woman's response; I
suddenly realized that to someone from a place like Okinawa, where
there is dense human settlement and even denser subtropical vegetation,
all this open space must seem very strange indeed. This space is one of
the things I miss the most about my home, and yet to others it can seem
as forbidding and alien as another planet!

I left the restaurant with a full stomach and a new perspective on my
homeland, both for which I was very thankful. By all means, please come
visit Idaho someday, but consider yourself warned: it might be emptier
than you thinkl!
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