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Hailing from Cameroon, Dr. Hervé Martial 
Poumalé Poumalé has been conducting re-
search with his host researcher, Dr. Yoshihito 
Shiono, in the Department of Bioresource 
Engineering, Yamagata University under a 
JSPS postdoctoral fellowship since Novem-
ber 2008. Dr. P. Poumalé knew little about 
Japan before embarking upon his fellowship. 
However, his rich international experiences 
not only helped him to adjust to the new 
environment quickly, but also to produce 
fruitful research outcomes within the limited 
time of his fellowship.

What are you currently researching under the 
JSPS fellowship? 

I am working on natural products chem-
istry, which includes isolation, characteriza-
tion, chemical transformation, and biological 
test ing of isolated compounds. Presently, I 
am concentrating on fungi from Cameroonian 
medicinal plants.

How did you become interested in your re-
search fi eld?

When I was young, I visited a facility 
that grows and processes medicinal plants. 
Members of the staff showed me around the 
facility. I was impressed with how medicinal 
plants can help to cure people’s illnesses. I 
thought that there was a great potential in 
medicinal plants for maintaining people’s 
health and allowing them to live healthy lives. 
So, I wanted to investigate medicinal plants 
and discover new medicines. The fact that 
chemistry is much more popular as a fi eld 
of study in Cameroon than subjects like phys-
ics and mathematics might also have infl u-
enced my decision to choose it as my fi eld 
of research.

How did you get to know your Japanese host 
researcher? 

I met Dr. Shiono in Germany while I was 
a doctoral student in 2006. He was a postdoc 
at the same university and we discussed a lot 
of research questions. Since then, I became 
interested in working with him.

What is your impression of your host institution?
I was very glad to have an opportunity to 

do research at Yamagata University. First of 
all, when I came to this research laboratory, 
everything was well prepared and everybody 
was ready to accept me. In addition, my 
host researcher has given me his full support 
and the members of his lab have been very 
kind. Thanks to the environment they have 
created for me, I never have felt any culture 
shock at all.

Why did you choose Japan to pursue your 
research? 

There were a number of reasons that 
led me to choose Japan as my destination. 
Needless to say, my host researcher had a 
big infl uence on my decision. Since meeting 
him in Germany, I kept in touch and became 
in terested in working under his supervision. 
In addition, I was planning to expand my re-
search fi eld after having studied compounds 
from medicinal plants in Cameroon and 
compounds from bacteria in Germany. In the 
fi eld of compounds from fungi, Japan has an 
advantage over other countries. Therefore, it 
was very reasonable for me to choose Japan 
as the country to pursue my research. 

What do you think about the research environ-
ment in Japan? 

My impression of Japan’s research en-
vironment is that it is well organized. I am also 
impressed by how hard people work. I usually 
work from 9 a.m. to 6 or 7 p.m. and some-
times to 10 or 11 p.m. Generally speaking, 
however, my colleagues in my lab work longer 
hours than I do. I’ve also found that there is a 
difference in the way postdocs do their re-
search. In Japan, everybody makes the com-
pounds they need by themselves with equip-
ment in the lab. This was interesting to me as 
it differed from my previous experiences.

Before coming to Japan, what kind of image 
did you have of the country? Has your percep-
tion changed after coming here? 

I knew little about Japan, so my image of 
the country was very limited. I saw kung fu as 
an image of Japan. Once I arrived in Japan, I 
found this country to be very interesting. I was 
especially impressed how kind and polite the 
people are. It felt like everybody was always 
ready to be helpful to others. I was also as-
tonished to see how the Japanese are very 
eager to maintain their culture by preserving 
hundreds of years old temples and building 
museums. Though I haven’t yet been to Kyoto 
or Nara, old capitals of Japan, I am looking 
forward to taking my family to them when they 
come to join me in September.

What are your research achievements under 
the JSPS fellowship so far? 

One of my biggest achievements was 
having succeeded in being accepted for a 
paper publication in a major journal. In my 
research fi eld, it usually takes from two to four 
months to run an experiment. When they yield 
interesting results I become very happy. When 
my paper was published I was overjoyed, 
feeling that my efforts had paid off. 

What do you do outside your research work? 
I like to play soccer. Usually, I play soc-

cer with friends twice a week. I also like to 
watch soccer games on TV. This year, I es-
pecially enjoyed watching the World Cup 
matches. Even though the result was not a 
happy one for my home country, I was very 
excited to watch the game between Camer-
oon and Japan. Other than soccer, I enjoy 
shopping. My favorite cities are Tokyo and 
Yokohama, where I often go to shop, sightsee, 
and visit friends from Cameroon. My other 
hobbies include browsing the Internet, having 
conversations with friends, and sometimes 
playing chess in my leisure time.

How was your experience in the Science Dia-
logue Program at a Japanese high school? 

I went to a high school in Niigata pre-
fecture. It was a good opportunity for me to 
introduce my research to young Japanese. I 
think I was well prepared for the lecture. 
I used many pictures to explain step by step 
my research with simple English so that the 
students could easily understand. I enjoyed 
my interactions and discussions with them. 
As it was a very good experience for me, 
I would like to recommend that other fellows 
take part in this program.

What do you plan to do after your fellowship 
ends? 

I haven’t decided yet. However, I would 
like to secure a faculty position in Cameroon. I 
know the competition is very severe, so I might 
apply for another postdoc position to gain 
more research experience and strengthen my 
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résumé. In any case, I want to obtain a faculty 
position at a university sooner or later, hope-
fully in Cameroon. I will keep in touch and 
maintain a good relationship with my host 
researcher. In the future, I would like to 
send my students to study under his super-
vision in advancing their research careers. 
I also would like to establish multi-national 
research projects, namely among Cameroon, 
Germany and Japan, with institutions where 
I have worked. 

Do you have any advice for young researchers 
who may be thinking about doing research 
in Japan? 

Well, leaving your home country to con-

duct research in Japan is very challenging, 
but it can also be very rewarding. Being well 
prepared and working hard will enable you to 
get the best results out of this challenge. The 
other thing you had better bring with you is a 
positive attitude. You will see many things that 
are very different from those in your country. 
They include customs, culture and ways 
people think or behave. If you are positive 
about everything, you can enjoy these differ-
ences and make your adjustment to this new 
cultural environment easily. As a current JSPS 
fellow, I would like for future fellows to be 
highly qualifi ed and deserving to receive this 
competitive fellowship. 

Dr. P. Poumalé is well along the path of 
pursuing his childhood dream to become a 
top researcher in medicinal plants. As in 
Japan, faculty positions appear diffi cult to 
secure in Cameroon. After interviewing Dr. 
P. Poumalé and experiencing his positive 
attitude, we cannot help but think he will 
prevail amidst the competition.

Though researchers from Cameroon 
are presently underrepresented in Japan, we 
look forward to Dr. P. Poumalé’s visit caus-
ing a chain reaction and the day when 
many young researches from his own labo-
ratory in Cameroon will come to Japan, 
expanding scientifi c exchange between the 
two countries. 

By Dr. Hervé Martial Poumalé Poumalé

With a population of around 140 thousand 
people, Tsuruoka is one of the major cities of 
the Shonai region of Yamagata Prefecture. 
Lying along the coast of the Sea of Japan, 
it is also the gateway for trekking in the 
sacred mountains of Dewa (the old name 
for the prefecture). This range of three moun-
tains (Dewasanzan) has a 1,400-year his-
tory of attracting mountain ascetics, called 
yamabushi, who engaged in rigorous prac-
tices including standing under waterfalls, 
walking over fi re, and even mummifying 
them selves while still alive. On their pilgrim-
ages, the fi rst of the mountains Haguro (414 
meters) represents birth, from which Gassan 
(1,984 meters), the world of the dead, is 
ascended before making the ladder-clad 
descent to rebirth in the deep and holy re-
cesses of Mt. Yudono (1,500 meters), a place 
so sacred that visitors have over the centuries 
been prohib ited from talking about what they 
see and hear in it after going home. Though 
each of the three mountains has its own 
gods, all can be worshipped at the Gosaiden 
Shrine on the peak of Mt. Haguro, accessed 
via a 2,446-step stone stairway through a 
fragrant old forest of towering cedar trees.

Back to Tsuruoka, the Shonai area’s rich 
natural endowment of seashores, mountains 
and plains, makes this old castle town an 
especially wonderful place to visit. Its unique 
cultural traditions and properties, including 
historical buildings and castle remnants date 
back to the Edo Period (1603-1867). Within 
the city, Tsuruoka Park occupies the former 
site of the castle, in which the Sakai family, 
rulers of the Shonai fi ef, lived for about 250 
years from the early 17th century. The castle 
moats and stone walls remain amidst groves 
of old cedars within the park. The park is 
also the prefecture’s most beautiful place for 

viewing cherry blossoms, which adorn some 
800 trees in the spring. In it, a visit may also 
be made to the Taihokan Museum, dedicated 
to historical personages of the Shonai region.

Another of the city’s unique features is 
the Tsuruoka Catholic Cathedral, which was 
built in 1903 with assets donated by the 
French missionary, Father Dalibert. This 23.7 
meter high cathedral is renowned for its ex-
quisite Meiji-Romanesque architectural style, 
its beautiful stained glass windows, and its 
rare black statue of the Virgin Mary. Yet an-
other place of interest is the Chido Museum, 
in which historical structures have been trans-
ferred and rebuilt and over 5,000 cultural 
artifacts are exhibited. The premises are de-
signed in such a way as to allow the visitor to 
experience the traditional lifestyle of people in 
the Shonai region. 

During the year, many colorful events are held 
in the city, including a fl ower festival on 15 
July, a fi re-burning ritual that culminates a 

week-long yamabushi pilgrimage through the 
sacred mountains on 31 August, and a purifi -
cation torch-light festival on new year’s eve, 
all held atop Mt. Haguro. While in Tsuruoka to 
participate in its exciting events, enjoy its 
cultural traditions, or to go walking in its 
sacred mountains, be sure not to miss the 
chance to partake of its tasty local cuisine, 
such as moso bamboo-shoot soup, Shonai 
melons, grown on sand dunes, and its in-
digenous dadacha beans.

Introducing Japan: Tsuruoka
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