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My Phantom Alma Mater

In February 1994, | attended the graduation ceremony of the junior high division of the Singapore Japanese
School as a guest. To avoid the rising temperatures of the afternoon, the ceremony was held in the morning.
At that time, the school gymnasium had no air-conditioning, and being sensitive to heat, | found myself
repeatedly wiping the sweat from my brow as | listened to the speeches and congratulatory addresses in a suit
and tie.

As the Secretary-General of the Japanese Association, I served on the school’s board of directors and was
invited as a guest to every entrance and graduation ceremony. In those days, the Singapore Japanese School
had more than 2,000 students across its primary and secondary divisions, making it the largest Japanese
school in the world.

That day’s guest address was delivered by Mr. Hiroshi Hirata, the President of the Japanese Association for
the 1994 term. He was a man of great warmth and integrity—approachable, good-humored, and widely
respected. Although his term as president was still underway, he was suddenly recalled to Japan by his
company. | felt deeply disappointed at his departure and once sent him a personal letter expressing those
sentiments.

The congratulatory address presented here is a message Mr. Hirata dedicated to the graduating students,
rooted in the poignant sorrow he felt as a young boy upon learning of his father’s death. I listened to it with
my handkerchief—still damp from wiping my brow—nheld lightly to my eyes. The warmth of his character
radiated through every word, and it remains a speech | remember vividly to this day.

“— Now, I would like to say that I am attending today’s graduation ceremony with very special
feelings. Please allow me to begin with a personal story.

Had the course of my life not taken a different turn, I myself would have entered the Singapore
Japanese School as a child—that is to say, | would have become one of your seniors. About half a
century ago, Japan embarked on a war against many nations of the world. At that time, my father
received an assignment from his company to work at its Singapore branch and set sail for this land.

In those days, aviation had not yet developed, and overseas transfers were made by ship. Many
people from various companies who were bound for Southeast Asia were on board the same vessel.
Unfortunately, this information became known to the enemy, and the ship on which my father was
traveling was attacked by a submarine and sunk. My father perished at sea without ever setting foot in
Singapore.
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Had my father safely settled in Singapore, our family was to have followed soon after, and | was
scheduled to enroll in the Singapore Japanese School. That dream, however, vanished with my father’s
death in the war.

Many years passed. | grew up, entered society, and eventually came to Singapore—the place my
father was never able to reach—to work. And today, I have been invited by my “phantom alma
mater,” the Japanese School, to attend this junior high school graduation ceremony. | am truly filled
with deep emotion.

| have spoken of these personal matters because | wished to think together with you about how
important international-mindedness, international cooperation, and international exchange are in the
world today.

If, fifty years ago, Japan had possessed more internationally minded people—especially leaders
capable of making judgments from a global perspective—I believe that such a devastating war would
never have occurred. Even just a few years ago, there was a war in the Middle East, and even today
conflicts continue to break out in various parts of the world. Almost without exception, the countries
that cause such problems are those that fail to engage sufficiently with the world and keep their hearts
closed to others.

| lost my father to war, but in those days there were countless families who suffered the same
tragedy. Many people lost their homes to air raids, and for a long time food was scarce, forcing people
throughout Japan to endure hunger day after day. War is an unspeakable tragedy. | never wish to
experience such suffering again, nor do I want the younger generation to be subjected to it.

Today you are graduating from junior high school, but the true study of life is only just beginning.
Whether you advance to higher schools or enter society, learning will continue.

However, the purpose of study must never be something narrow-minded, such as seeking only
personal success or wealth. Even studying solely “for Japan” is too limited in today’s world. Those of
you who will shape the future should adopt a global perspective and strive to serve the world and
humanity as a whole, cultivating yourselves with that lofty goal in mind.

Fortunately, you have already become international citizens at a young age. Here in Singapore, you
have met local people and built mutual understanding. You have also visited neighboring countries
and gained firsthand knowledge of them. As Ambassador Kawamura mentioned earlier, you have been
able to view Japan from abroad.

| sincerely hope that you will make full use of your experiences of studying and living in Singapore,
continue to deepen your learning, and devote yourselves to becoming the leading contributors to the
creation of a prosperous and peaceful twenty-first century.”
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