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Hamburger Kudasai

by Nick Hartel, Lab. for Neural Networks,
Frontier Research Program

My name is Nick Hartell and I come from the land of umbrellas,
whisky and economic slowdown. No, not Japan, Britain. Great Britain
comprises three different countries; Scotland, the home of scotch whisky
and tartan, Wales, the land of sheep and leeks (similar to Japanese negi)
and last, but certainly not least, England, the home of gentlemen, warm
beer, cricket, royal matrimonial breakdowns, football hooligans and me.

Prior to coming to Japan, I worked for a year and a half as a
Postdoctoral research fellow at the University of Bristol, where I also
studied for my Ph.D. in Neurophysiology, Bristol is a very attractive city
on the West coast of England, just south of the border between England
and Wales. The countryside around Bristol is very beautiful and so the
combination of a lively city with pleasant surroundings and a good
University made work, study and play very enjoyable.

I came to Japan in February 1992. I can’t remember exactly what my
preconceptions of and hopes for Japan were but I was certainly looking
forward to eating traditional Japanese food. So, having stepped off the
plane and managed somehow, bleary eyed, to find my way to TCAT
where [ was met by some of my colleagues, we headed off to RIKEN for a
brief tour of the lab before someone suggested a bite to eat. The time had
arrived. My first meal in Japan. What could it be? Mouth watering
tempura perhaps or delicately presented sushi or even a bowl of steaming
sukiyaki. Unfortunately, few restaurants were open and so we resorted
to the Wako-shi station coffee shop. The most traditional item on the
menu was hamburger “Japanese style”. Well, my first pre-cenception
was dashed. Since then, I have learnt that the Western image of Japan is,
in many ways, very different from the actual reality. Perhaps my first
meal here reflects my present opinion of Japan in that it is an unusual
product of eastern and western cultures that is quite enjoyable once you

TURML DB R

get over the initial shock. I wonder what my opinion would have been if
my first meal had been natto.

I am an electrophysiologist by training and I have been using various
techniques to study how living brain cells, or neurones, can remember
things. Neurones form complex anatomical and electrical connections
with each other and memory is thought to be coded by a change in the
strength of transmission between cells. Such changes can be measured
using electronic recording techniques and our group has been studying a
form of memory specific to the cerebellum that is thought to relate to
learning of movement tasks. In terms of my work expectations, I have
been pleasantly surprised and I think fairly fortunate compared to many
other foreign researchers, in both RIKEN and other scientific institutions
in Japan, who generally have not had such good experiences. I was
provided with the necessary equipment, help and freedom to carry out

o 1 i
MRFICT(ENS2LABHIEE)

proved to be very fruitful. One very disappoint-
ing aspect, however, has been the reluctance of
Japanese researchers to volunteer information
about their own work on a day to day basis.
This one way flow of information is not in the
spirit of international collaboration and I hope it
does not occur in other Labs and instittites.

In general, my experiences in Japan have been
very enjoyable and I appreciate the opportunity
I have had to learn more about Japan and its
people. I hope very much that this is the first of
many visits to this country.

my experiments and as a result, my stay has
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