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Hailing from Thailand, Dr. Thiraporn 
Charoenraks has been conducting research 
with her host Dr. Makoto Takafuji in the 
Department of Applied Chemistry & Bio-
chemistry, Kumamoto University under a 
JSPS postdoctoral fellowship since November 
2009. After obtaining her master’s degree in 
Thailand, she was selected for a Japanese 
gov ernment scholarship to pursue her gradu-
ate studies at Saga University from 2005.

What are you currently researching under your 
JSPS fellowship?

Many organic molecules, such as pro-
teins and sugars, are chiral, occurring in a 
right- and left-handed form in mirror images 
of each other. I am working on developing a 
novel self-assembling method for separating 
chiral compounds, which utilizes high per-
formance liquid chromatography, an instru-
ment to separate compounds dissolved in 
liquid mixtures. I am analyzing the chiral sta-
tionary phase of such solutions with an eye to 
creating a chiral separation technique that 
can be readily applied to such things as 
scientifi c measurements and medical drug 
manufacturing.

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

When I studied the chromatographic 
method in college, I was impressed by how 
this unique system could easily separate 
mixtures. I also liked how it can be broadly 
applied within the fi eld of chemistry. So I got 
more and more into studying chemistry. 
But looking back to my childhood, I liked 
subjects such as math and science. There-
fore, I think my interest in chemistry ignited a 
long time ago.

Is there any difference between the research 
environments of Thailand and Japan?

In Thailand, most of the equipment 
used for research is shared among many 
students, with some of the analytical devices 
being far fewer than the number of students. 
Therefore, our names may linger on a wait-
ing list, sometimes for as long as a couple 
of weeks, before we can start analyzing 
materials.

I have much more fl exibility in conduct-
ing my research here at Kumamoto University 
as both equipment and devices are made 
suffi ciently available. Also, researchers in 
other laboratories are happy to share their 
equipment when needed immediately by 
other researchers.

Another difference I’ve noticed is that 
most research in Japan is conducted by the 

researchers themselves, whereas in Thailand 
the operation of large equipment is limited 
to technicians. 

How did you get to know your Japanese host 
researcher?

I came to Japan to pursue a PhD at 
Saga University as a Japanese government 
scholar. At that time, I was hoping to continue 
my research career in Japan as a postdoc 
and was interested in living in Kyushu. I 
searched the Internet for a prospective host 
researcher in my research fi eld and was lucky 
to fi nd not only a person who was a perfect 
match for my research but also a suitable 
institution located in Kyushu. Soon after 
making this discovery, I sent emails to Dr. 
Takafuji, my current host researcher, asking 
him if he would become my host researcher 
at Kumamoto University.

Why did you choose Japan to pursue your 
research?

First of all, I thought Japan was a very 
sophisticated and well-equipped place. It was 
also true that Japanese researchers and 
research institutions are well advanced in my 
research fi eld. When thinking about the coun-
try in which to pursue my postdoctoral work, 
that the Japanese lifestyle is similar to ours in 
Thailand had strong appeal in making my 
decision. If I had not been awarded a JSPS 
fellowship, I would have gone to the US or 
Europe as they are popular destinations for 
Thai researchers.

What is your impression of your host institution?
In my laboratory, there are about 20 

members including fi ve from other countries. 
The Japanese students are very kind but a 
little shy when it comes to communicating 
with me in English. Though it is a bit chal-
lenging for me to participate in lab meetings 
as they are held in Japanese, I’m glad that 
I can understand much of the discussions as 
I’ve been in Japan for four years. Viewed from 
the vantage point of my laboratory where I’ve 
spent most of my time, my overall impression 
of Kumamoto University as a host institution 
is very good.

How about the colleagues in your laboratory?
All the members of my lab are very se-

rious and concentrated on their research. 
After work, however, we sometimes hold 
parties or sporting activities to refresh our-
selves and get to personally know each other 
better. When I encounter trouble, I fi rst turn to 
my host researcher, but count upon my col-
leagues in the lab too. I have never experi-

enced a problem that couldn’t be worked out 
or felt any inconvenient in my lab.

Before coming to Japan, what was your image 
of the country? Has your perception changed 
after coming here?

My image of Japan was, as I men-
tioned, a very sophisticated country, where 
there are many skyscrapers and hi-tech infra-
structures, especially the transportation sys-
tem as epitomized by the bullet train. Also, 
Japanese animation is very popular with kids 
and young students in Thailand, and Japa-
nese food is well-liked. I, myself, used to like 
Tokyo ramen, but since coming to Kyushu my 
favorite is now Kumamoto ramen. I like sushi, 
too. I’ve become a big fan of ika (squid), 
which is not consumed in Thailand. 

What are your goals as a researcher?
I would like to develop an effective and 

effi cient technique for chiral separation, which 
can be applied in industry. With it, I hope to 
contribute to reducing the time it takes to run 
experiments and to save various research 
costs. However, it may take a long time to 
accomplish this goal since my research ex-
periments usually take three months, and 
sometimes six, to obtain results. If it doesn’t 
work out, I will have to start over from square 
one. It is challenging and time-consuming 
work, but I would like to push it forward with a 
positive attitude.

What do you do outside your research work?
I love to travel. I have visited Fukuoka, 

Hiroshima, Kyoto and Osaka. My favorite 
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sightseeing spot in Kumamoto is the area 
around the volcano Mt. Aso, as it has many 
hot springs and activities to enjoy, such as 
hiking, horseback riding, golf and tennis. 
Visiting the Aso area is enjoyable in all sea-
sons, but if I had to pick one, it would be 
summer. It is very refreshing to soak in a local 
spa while viewing the fresh green on the 
mountain sides. When traveling, I look for 
local restaurants, especially Japanese ones, 
and the lovely Japanese cafés.

I hear that you gave a lecture at a high school 
under the Science Dialogue Program. What 
did you think of the experience?

At fi rst, I thought it would be diffi cult to 
explain my research in English to Japanese 
high school students. So, I used animations 
and pictures in my slides to help them under-
stand my research more easily. I also did a 
simple experiment in the classroom.

I think it was challenging for them, but 
I felt gratifi ed when the students asked me 
three questions after my presentation. I be-
lieve my presentation was successful in con-

veying my main message—that chemistry is 
not far removed from our daily lives but exists 
everywhere around us.

I would like to tell other fellows who 
have not yet taken part in this program that 
the experience is surely a rewarding one.

What do you plan to do after your fellowship 
ends?

I have not decided yet. However, I 
would like to continue my research at a 
Japanese institution.

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

Well, I think that fi nding a good host 
researcher is the key to success. Under this 
fellowship, your host plays a vital role in 
enabling you to achieve your goals. S/he 
will not only act as your research supervisor, 
but will also be the fi rst person you go to 
when needing assistance. Therefore, fi nding 
a good researcher who is hospitable is very 
important. 

Good communication with your col-
leagues is also important. Some young re-
searchers might be hesitant to come to Japan 
because of the language. Though Japanese 
is diffi cult, you can learn it step by step. 
Please know that the Japanese are kind and 
happy to help people who are not fl uent in 
Japanese. Language skill will be a plus, but it 
is not a must for starting research in Japan.

When we asked Dr. Charoenraks what she 
wanted to do after her JSPS fellowships ends, 
she said without hesitation that she “would 
like to continue her research in Japan.” 
Though securing a position in a Japanese 
university or research institution can be a 
very competitive undertaking, her positive 
attitude compelled us to believe that she will 
be able to continue paving her career path in 
Japan. As she pursues that path with a strong 
Thai “mai-pen-rai” spirit, we look forward to 
it leading both her research and career in 
highly rewarding directions. 

By Dr. Thiraporn Charoenraks

Kumamoto is the name of a prefecture and its 
capital city at the center of Kyushu island. 
Symbolic of the area’s long history is the 
Kumamoto Castle, one of Japan’s largest and 
most famous ancient fortresses. The castle is 
most beautifully viewed in the spring, against 
a foreground of kimono-clad brides and 
grooms posing for wedding photos amidst 
stands of cherry blossom trees. 

Kumamoto’s greatest attraction has to be 
the still-active, 1,592-meter volcano Mt. Aso, 
which boasts the world’s largest crater basin. 
Mt. Aso comprises fi ve peaks, each a cra-
tered volcano, and two valleys. The diameter 
of the mountain’s outer rim is nearly 25 kilo-
meters at some points, with a circumference 
of about 120 kilometers. When the mountain 
isn’t acting up, the peaks are accessible to 
hikers, while the grassy mountainside plains 
and lowlands offer a plethora of recreational 
opportunities, including sightseeing, horse-
back riding and golf. The mountain’s magma 
fuels a myriad of wonderful hot-spring spas 

around the Aso area. Probably the most 
famous spa is Kurokawa Onsen, a steamy 
hot-spring village dotted with rustically crafted 
traditional inns lining a river that runs through 
its wooded valley.  

Besides its famed mountains, Kumamoto 
has wonderful parks. There is, for example, 
Suizenji Park with its large Japanese land-
scape garden featuring crystal clear, spring-
fed ponds and unique motifs of Mt. Fuji and 
other beautiful spots around Japan. For family 
fun, one can also visit such venues as the Aso 
Farm Land or Aso Milk Farm, which allow the 
visitors to interact with domestic animals, 
such as by milking cows. 

When traveling, I like trying the local cuisine. 
Kumamoto is known throughout Japan for its 
basashi (raw horse meat) and karashi renkon 
(peppery-hot lotus roots). If you don’t fi nd 
these to be that delectable, I suggest you try 
the local sweets. My favorite is the pudding, 
especially as it is prepared in the hot-spring 
town of Tsuetate Onsen, where 20 lovely 
cafés, some inside Japanese inns, serve 
pudding prepared with their own unique 

recipes. This tradition harkens back to a time 
when the village spas steamed eggs over 
their hot springs and made a tasty custard out 
of them to serve as a treat to guests. Now, 
one can make a sort of pilgrimage around the 
town’s cafés. Tsuetate Onsen is accessed by 
bus from Aso Station on the Hohi Main Line.
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