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Days of Improving Myself by Competing
with My Fellow Researchers

It All Started with Meeting my boss

[ had been so confident with my English that I have decided to study
abroad at New York University. Although after graduating, I still could not give
up on my dream of learning about wild animals in Africa. So I mustered up my
courage and came to the Republic of South Africa. However through out studying
bacterial genetics, I found it very amusing and changed my mind to go into
molecular biology. For a doctorate, | have done a research on the movement of
plasmid of bacteria of a pathogenicity called Nocardiosis and on an antibacterial
gene that is in phage at postgraduate school of University of the Witwatersrand.
At that time, I was only doing a research on pathogen, however I also had an
interest in doing a research on pathogenicity with the perspective of the host’s
reaction. Because of that reason, I was thinking of doing a research with a model
of human cells for postdoc. On top of that, [ was amazed by the forefront of
research environment so [ intended to go back to the States.

However [ have decided to stay in South Africa after all and join CSIR’s
laboratory in Pretoria as a postdoc. One of the reason is definitely because I met
my supervisor Dr. Musa Mhlanga. It was about when I was almost finished with
my research of doctorate, [ was supposed to give a presentation at a symposium
at the university and he was also invited as a guest speaker. He is from the States
and an expert in super-resolution microscopy. He mainly was doing a research
on a theme of repression of gene expression with rarefied microscope
technology at CSIR. I was very fascinated by the presentation he was giving. The
level of the contents was very high and it also included physics so there were
many parts that I did not quit understand. After his presentation, I gave mine and
he as an audience had listened to it attentively and even raised a question.

At break hour, I was going to talk to Dr. Mhlanga. But he first asked, “Are
you Japanese?” in Japanese. [ was very surprised and stuttered, “Ye-Yes, I am
Japanese!” I found out that he had lived in Japan before and he has is very
interested in Japanese people and culture. I also became to know that he did a
doctorate research at the Rockefeller University and New York University where
[ have graduated. What a coincidence. We happened to find those two things in
common and our conversation became lively. I told him honestly, “ Your
research is wonderful. But there are many parts that are too difficult to
understand.” He kindly said to me with a big heart, “So why don't you come to
my laboratory, talk to the members there and ask them more about the details?
It will help you understand better.”

A few days later, I visited his laboratory and discussed their research
theme and data with a group of about ten laboratory researchers on one-on-one
session. Everything I heard there was very new to me and I felt like I was a little
kid exploring the world for the first time. Especially the super-resolution
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microscopy that they built themselves was impressive. I had stayed at the
laboratory all day and heard a lot of stories but I never got bored. They were
even doing a research on gene expression based on host-pathogen interaction,
which I had always wanted to do, so I decided to apply for this laboratory. It was
about in the middle of 2011 when I got accepted. I greatly appreciate Mr. Musa
for giving me a chance when I did not have any knowledge in this field.

CSIR: Council for Scientific and Industrial Research

CSIR is located in the executive capital of South Africa, Pretoria and it is a
government-owned institute. Varieties of researches are making progress but
especially they are giving a higher priority to industrial research. Therefore
there are not many labs that are focusing on the fundamental (basic) research
like Mr. Musa’s. He studied abroad at Pasteur Institute in Paris as a postdoc after
graduating from a University in the States. For that reason, he had received a
large amount of a grant from South African government and with the grant he
opened his laboratory at CSIR in 2009.

Discussion until everyone agrees

It is no exaggeration to say that Mr. Musa is a super human. He is always
lively, and outstanding physically and mentally. On top of that, he is very kind to
others, which really impresses me. He never runs out of research ideas. New idea
pops up like every week and we always discuss them. However he sometimes
says, “Everybody can come up with a better idea. The most important thing is
that we actually take an action towards the idea.” [ am in the position to take the
action and I always tell my self to think outside the box but pay attention to the
small details, also to keep trying at an experiment with an aggressive attitude.

There are many excellent researchers at the laboratory so we mutually
stimulate, and compete with each other to help our progress. We are very
international and it is very rare in South Africa; there are American, Japanese,
Israeli, British, Swazi and etc. other than South African. I am working very hard
not to be left behind. However they are very kind and if needed, they would offer
help for work or even personal matter. So it is like a one big family.

We usually have journal club or full member meeting every week. Only
one of us usually present at a time however it usually becomes three to four
hours of discussion. It does take time but Mr. Musa thinks that it is important to
discuss until everybody agrees.

When you do a scientific research, it does not matter where you are in the
world as long as the facility is provided. The important thing is to meet
researchers outside of country other than publishing a thesis. In the research
field, South Africa is relatively minor. Therefor, laboratory members often go to
committee in Europe, America, and Asia and gain opportunities to communicate
with researchers overseas. Joint research with foreign laboratories is very
prosperous as well.
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Life in South Africa

Japanese people are not very familiar with South Africa. Although from
medical perspective, it is popular for the molecular biologist, Sydney Brenner. He
has done the very first heart transplants and also received the Nobel Prize.
Because of apartheid, may be many people have a bad image towards the
country. However this year the 5% election was held after its democratization
and it is definitely taking a step forward as a democratic country.

Pretoria is 40 minutes of driving distance from Johannesburg that is
known for economic city. It has a lot of influences from England and Holland so
the city itself looks western. Varieties of food are available so you never feel
inconvenience. Grapefruits and wine of South Africa has a great quality and they
are exported to Japan, EU and other countries. It is an automobile society, and
you barely walk to go anywhere. People do their shopping at big supermarkets
and shopping malls. If you speak English, which is one of their official languages,
you would not have any trouble.

Lastly...

What I think is important from my experience is the “connection with
people”. Of course you would not get anywhere without having a success in your
research. Although I believe that communicating with other researchers well and
spreading out your network through socializing is what leads you forward. It is
not a easy thing to do, so I feel that the effort is necessary.
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