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THE COMMISSIONER OF THE OKAGAKI FIRE BRIGADE: AN
INTERVIEW WITH CHIKARA URABE
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“Communication,” says the
Commissioner. “I think that’s the most
important thing.”

Commissioner Chikara Urabe, 76,
sits opposite me in the meeting room
of the Second Volunteer Fire Station,
talking about his work as the
Commissioner of Okagaki’s Fire
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school; dark cotton happi coats, the
former uniform of the brigade, on
display on a wall, OKAGAKI printed
on the backs in large white characters;
the brigade flag with a cherry blossom,
the insignia of Japan’s volunteer fire
and rescue services, printed large on a
red background.

The insignia is also in evidence on
the Commissioner’s uniform. A gold
bar embossed with three cherry
blossoms sits
above his right
chest pocket,
marking his
position as head
of the Local Fire
Brigade.
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COMMISSIONER URABE

Chikara Urabe joined Okagaki’s Local
Fire Brigade in 1977. He rose through the
ranks from ordinary brigadier to Captain
and then Section Chief, finally taking up
the mantle of Commissioner in 2005. He
has served as the Commissioner of
Okagaki’s Local Fire Brigade for eleven
years now — a particularly long period of
service — and has won various awards for
his contributions to local fire and rescue
services. His other activities include
serving as the Chairman of the
Committee for the Preservation and
Protection of the Sanry Matsubara Forest
Reserve from Erosion, and as a member
of the Matsuri Okagaki executive
committee.
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I asked the Commissioner for an interview in order to put
a spotlight on a notable member of the local community of
Okagaki. Everyone | have spoken to about the Commissioner
in preparing for the interview has said that he is a highly
respected man, admired by both men and women, and | begin
the interview in the hope of finding out what it is about this
man that has enabled him to rise through the ranks of the Fire
Brigade to the position of Commissioner. But every time | try
to ask him about himself, he seems more interested in talking
about fire-fighting, and about the Fire Brigade.

The Commissioner first joined the Fire Brigade as a
young man of twenty. At the time it was almost expected that
men join the fire brigade, and Commissioner Urabe, having
graduated an agricultural high school not two years prior,
joined the brigade without much thought

What made him feel truly glad to be part of the fire
brigade was something that happened a short while after he
joined.

Every year, after the New Year’s Fire Review, brigadiers
go on a trip together with the aim of building and
strengthening mutual bonds. Since these trips are scheduled
for the start of the year, they tend to occur in the middle of
winter. The Commissioner’s first such trip was no exception.

“It was cold,” the Commissioner tells me. “I was just out
of school. I didn’t own an overcoat... And my senior, he took
off his own overcoat and had me wear it. That sort of thing,
you know — | could really feel the warmth in it. | thought to
myself, ain’t the Fire Brigade great.” He laughs.

This aspect of fire-fighting — the bond between the
members, the warmth of the meetings and trips — was what
he liked most about the fire brigade, both then and now. “It’s
the communication that’s fun,” he says. “There are people
that go just for that, you know.”

Japan’s volunteer fire brigades are quintessentially local,
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made up of members of the community. Unlike employed
fire-fighters, who specialize in fire services and fight fire for
a living, members of the Local Fire Brigade work on a
volunteer basis, juggling full-time jobs and personal lives
with their brigade duties. As a member of the Fire Brigade,
the
Commissioner
tells me, one
must always be
ready and
willing to drop
everything and
fight fire when the call comes.

When | ask the Commissioner if this lifestyle is tough, he
responds at once with, “It is. It’s definitely tough.” The

Commissioner often has to sacrifice his own time to perform
his duties, and when he was younger he sometimes got very
little sleep. He jokes that his special skill is his ability to
sleep at any time or place necessary.

After all, fire-fighting is not and never was an easy task.
And back when the Commissioner was still a young brigadier,
around the end of the Showa era, fire-fighting was a whole
different beast.

“There were more fires back then,” the Commissioner
remembers. People still used fire in their daily lives for
boiling rice and heating baths, and fire engines, hoses and
other fire-fighting tools we take for granted today were not
yet in use. There were more house fires, field fires...

And mountain fires.

“At the time — maybe it was partly because | was still
inexperienced, but those mountain fires were scary,” the
Commissioner recalls.

Back then, there were very few ways to get water directly
to a mountain fire. Collecting water from the nearest river
and bringing it to the site of the fire was a task in itself, and
there were often times when they had to try and put out the
fire without any water at all.

“So we’d be putting the fires out with, you know, with
brushwood, things like that. And sparks fly really easily in
mountain fires. These were bamboo forests, and bamboo
leaves, they just burn up. Bam-bam-bam, like that.

“And then you’d glance behind you, and the fire would
have gotten there too. That was scary. That sort of thing, that
left an impression on me.”

Nowadays, mountain fires are rare. The Fire Brigade uses
new fire-fighting tools, and wears a new uniform. And Urabe
Chikara is no longer a young brigadier, but the experienced
Commissioner of the Okagaki Fire Brigade.

When | ask him if becoming Commissioner was some
thing he had hoped for or something he thought he might end
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up doing when he was a brigadier, he emphatically demurs.

“Never thought I’d become Commissioner,” he says.

In fact, when he was first asked to become Commissioner,
he thought he should turn the offer down. At the time, the
Commissioner was still a Section
Chief, and there were several Vice-
Commissioners above him in the
ranks of the Fire Brigade. It was
unprecedented for a Section Chief
and not a Vice-Commissioner to be
asked to step into the position.

“There were people who had
more experience than me. ...At
first I wasn’t sure if | could do it, if
I was capable enough. I’m faint of
heart,” the Commissioner says
with a laugh.

So he asked for some time to
think, and went to a former Commissioner with whom he had
often spoken during his time in service, and asked his advice.

“And when | did,” says the Commissioner with a smile, “I
got scolded.”

When Urabe Chikara told the former Commissioner of his
uncertainty about his ability to adequately fulfil the position
of Commissioner of the Fire Brigade,
Commissioner exclaimed, “What the hell are you saying?!
You’re the one I chose for the job — if you don’t do it, who
will? Pull yourself together!”

Commissioner Urabe, still uncertain, asked for more time
to think. But the former Commissioner’s words stayed with
him. And so, in April of the year 2005, Urabe took on the
role of Commissioner of the Okagaki Local Fire Brigade, a
role he has served in for eleven years now.

the former

“It’s because | have people who support me,” the
Commissioner says. “You can’t do anything on your own.
It’s the same with any job. Everyone’s got to work together.”

And perhaps it is this way of thinking, evident from the v
ery beginning of the interview when Commissioner Urabe tol
d me that communication was the most important part of his j
ob, that earns the Commissioner the universal respect he rece
ives, and enabled him to get to where he is today.
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What is a CIR?

Nice to meet you! I’m Stephanie Chan, Okagaki Town Hall’s CIR,
or Coordinator of International Relations. | was born and raised in
Melbourne, Australia, and am currently working on projects to
encourage international exchange in Okagaki. | started this newsletter,
OKAGAKI NOZOKIMI, in the hopes of learning more about the
residents of Okagaki, and of providing English speakers with a way to
learn about Okagaki’s appeal. I’ll be in your care!
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