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Kitakyushu celebrates 60 years of sister 
city relations with Norfolk and Tacoma!

These performances were generally free, allowing 1,800 
total Kitakyushu citizens the rare chance to hear authentic 
American jazz live and learn about their sister city of 
Tacoma while they did. Embarrassingly for an American, I 
never knew much about jazz, and only had really a passing 
interest, but as I listened, I think I started to get it. Seeing it 
in the flesh I understood the way Mr. Kandi called music a 
“universal language,” demonstrated in how he could 
improvise with musicians across the language barrier.

Mayoral Delegation to the US
In July, a 7-member delegation visited Kitakyushu’s two 

American sister cities. The participants included Mayor 
Kitahashi, the City Assembly Chair Murakami Koichi, and 
more – including me! We spent just under a week visiting 
two cities on opposite coasts of the United States, with this 
trip being my first visit to either, so I was looking forward 
to it! Norfolk was our first stop, and we landed in the 
middle of an extreme heat wave, but that didn’t deter us 
from a busy schedule. The Chrysler Museum of Art, where 
beautiful Japanese art prints were pulled specially out of 
storage to be shown to us, was a highlight for me – the 
museum was huge and free! Later we visited the Norfolk 
Botanical Gardens after visiting City Hall and exchanging 
gifts with Mayor Alexander. Starting with speeches and an 
exhibition of artwork by students from both cities, the 
friendship between the two cities was commemorated with 
a tree planting ceremony at the Kitakyushu Sakura 
Harmony, leading into a tour of the Japanese Garden and 
panel discussion with citizens. 

To everyone reading this edition of KITAKYUSHU 
BRIDGES – hello! My name is Patrick Spellman, and I am 
the Coordinator for International Relations (CIR) here in 
Kitakyushu. 2019 marked the beginning of my third year 
here as a JET, along with another milestone for the City of 
Kitakyushu: the 60th anniversary of the sister city 
relationships between Kitakyushu and Norfolk, and 
Kitakyushu and Tacoma. To celebrate these anniversaries 
and our history of exchange, we hosted a number of 
programs. Stay tuned for my special report on these events!

Visit by Tacoma Delegation
To mark the 60th anniversary of Tacoma’s sister city 

relationship with Kitakyushu, a delegation from Tacoma City 
Hall, Tacoma Community College (a long-term exchange 
partner of the University of Kitakyushu), and the Tacoma-
Kitakyushu Sister City Committee visited Kitakyushu in the 
spring. While in Kitakyushu, they got to meet with Mayor 
Kitahashi, members of the City Assembly, and took part in a 
tree planting in front of Kitakyushu City Hall, along with the 
Grand Reopening of Kokura Castle. I served as the cultural 
liaison and interpreter for them while in Japan, helping those 
who didn’t have as much experience learn about the 
differences in our cultures.

Concurrent to these events was Tacoma Jazz Week, 
featuring a series of exclusive performances throughout 
Kitakyushu by the Kareem Kandi World Orchestra, featuring 
saxophonist and multi-instrumentalist bandleader Mr. 
Kareem Kandi and bassist Mr. Greg Feingold, along with 
special guest drummer Mr. Eiichiro “E.T.” Tohyama.
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One of the highlights of the visit took place in Norfolk 
Square, located by the ocean in Moji Ward. Councilwoman 
Johnson, Mayor Kitahashi, the GSA students, and other 
officials all gathered to celebrate the dedication of a new 
plaque commemorating the long relationship between the 
two cities. It was a beautiful day, the sun was shining, and a 
nice breeze rolled in from the Kanmon Strait. As I stood to 
the side of the event, bathed in sunlight, listening to speeches 
and a performance by the students about the friendship 
between our two cities, I could really feel the bond that had 
formed in the passion with which everyone spoke – you 
could see just how much this relationship was valued by 
everyone who got to take part in it.

The students’ musical performance took place at Hibishin
Hall in Yahatanishi Ward. They spent all day practicing –
preparing their costumes, getting used to the stage – and I 
was quite busy myself, running around and helping where I 
could. Seeing them as they received a post-performance 
standing ovation, I found myself energized. The musicals by 
the GSA students are some of the most anticipated of all 
sister city programs here, with the seats always fully packed. 
When the students finally said goodbye at the end of their 
stay, it was through tears, telling their host families how 
good of a time they had and how they want to keep in touch. 
They also thanked all of us for making everything possible. 
Planning was a lot of work, sure, but getting to see their 
faces was more than enough to make it all worth it.

The bonds of friendship that were forged over the past 60 
years now feel even stronger than ever, with Mayor 
Kitahashi renewing vows of goodwill with both Mayor 
Woodards and Mayor Alexander. I’m glad that I had the 
privilege to take part in this exchange and help do what I 
could to preserve these historical ties.

Some of the attendees had been involved in Kitakyushu-
Norfolk exchange since the 80s or earlier, and so hearing 
their opinions about how things have changed was totally 
eye-opening. I can’t even imagine what it must have been 
like as an American to go to Japan in the 80s! While we 
were there, a group of students from Kitakyushu, chosen 
from applications by local citizens, were also visiting, 
experiencing American culture through homestays.

Tacoma was the second stop after Norfolk, and much 
cooler. We visited Tacoma City Hall, taking part in a 
memorial unveiling, and Tacoma Community College, 
hearing stories from the University of Kitakyushu students 
currently studying abroad there. As someone who studied 
abroad in Japan from a school in America, it was interesting 
to hear about their American culture shock. The visit was 
tied up in a tree planting ceremony and a banquet at Point 
Defiance Park, with Mr. Kareem Kandi providing musical 
accompaniment. Mr. Kandi was joined by a local musician 
from Kitakyushu he played with earlier in the year. As I 
enjoyed the atmosphere of a beautiful summer evening, 
listening to jazz and talking with the people of Tacoma, my 
eyes kept coming back to the backdrop to all of our 
activities: the towering Mt. Rainier, affectionately called 
“Tacoma Fuji.” The trip proved to be a great chance to 
renew sister city ties and strengthen existing bonds.
Councilwoman Johnson and GSA Students Visit Japan
To celebrate 60 years of sister city ties, Councilwoman 

Mamie B. Johnson of Norfolk was sent to Kitakyushu by 
Mayor Alexander in the fall. She wasn’t our only guest from 
Norfolk, though: this year marked the 7th performance in 
Kitakyushu by students from the Governor’s School for the 
Arts. For many, it was their first time in Japan, and they got 
to stay with local families while here. The students were 
accompanied by school staff and Dr. Hiroyuki Hamada, a 
leading figure in Norfolk-Kitakyushu exchange and former 
president of the Norfolk Sister Cities Association.


