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“Mariachi” Japanese flutist
- Keio Oamoto

“Mariachi” is a form of Mexican folk music that celebrates joy, love, friendship,
and nostalgia. Mrs. Okamoto is a member of an all-female band called Mariachi
Divas—one of the world’ s leading groups, with seven Grammy Award nominations
and two wins to its credit. We spoke with Keiko Okamoto, the group’ s sole
Japanese flutist.

1. Please tell us about your first encounter with music:

“My father enrolled my three sisters and me in piano lessons. | started playing the
piano in first grade, took up the piccolo in seventh grade, and began studying the
flute and singing in high school to prepare for the entrance exams for a music
college. Every day, | practiced the flute for one hour, the piano for one hour, and
singing for 30 minutes. Since | intended to become a school music teacher, |
entered the Flute Course in the Department of Music at Nihon University’ s
College of Arts at the age of 18. ] joined the Musical Theater Club. I still see my
former clubmates, with whom 1 shared the stage, active today on television and
on stage.”

2. What path have you taken in music since graduating from college?

“I wanted to work as a performer, so I joined the Eastern District Band of the
Japan Ground Self-Defense Force—which was recruiting flutists at the time—and
later transferred to the Central Band. We performed “Kimigayo” on the final day
of the Grand Sumo Tournament, as well as at the awards ceremony and the
champion’ s parade. We played fanfares and performed at the champion’ s parade
at Oi Racecourse. We also performed fanfares for the World Cup. We played at
military reviews attended by the Prime Minister, at the Fuji Training Area, and at
various events at military bases throughout the Kanto region. We performed the
national anthem to welcome state guests at the Defense Agency, as well as at
the State Funeral for His Majesty the Emperor and his Enthronement Ceremony.

From spring through fall, we took turns performing weekly one—hour outdoor
concerts in Shinjuku, Akasaka, and Hibiva with the Army, Navy, and Air Self-De—
fense Force bands from Tokyo. There was an audition to join the band, and since
everyone was so talented, it was a lot of fun. We performed in ensembles ranging
from 30 to 50 members. However, there were very few women, which was a bit
lonely. There were two women in the Eastern District Band, and | was the only
one in the Central Band. It seems they now have many female members in the
bands.”

3. Please tell us about your fateful encounter with jazz.

“When | was in the Self-Defense Forces, a senior colleague gave me a cassette
tape featuring upbeat Latin jazz flute music. That made me think jazz sounded like
fun, so | decided to study abroad in the United States. My time in the Self-De—
fense Forces lasted only five years. Using the 5 million yen I had saved during
that time, I went to the Berklee College of Music in Boston. However, | developed
tendinitis from over practicing the flute and had to take a leave of absence after
Jjust one year. I ended up marrying someone [ met at school, and we moved to Los
Angeles due to his work. | continued studying jazz in LA, and before long, | started
getting offers to perform with jazz and salsa bands.”

4. Why did you move from jazz and salsa bands to the world of mariachi? Please
tell us what appeals to you about it.

“In 2003, while playing with a band at a nightclub in Santa Monica, a female singer
asked me if I' d like to join a mariachi group. | gave a vague reply—"Huh? What' s
that?”—and we parted ways, but a few weeks later, she told me, “We' re recording
tonight, so bring your flute.” 1 went to Burbank, did as | was told in the studio, and
played along with the band’ s music coming through my headphones. It felt like I' d
passed the audition—the recording was accepted, and starting that week, | began
getting mariachi gigs every weekend.

The recording was released on CD, started playing on the radio, and the band
even began appearing on TV. This was “Mariachi Divas,” a female group that
would later be nominated for seven Grammy Awards and win two. The very next
month after I joined the band, we landed a contract with Disneyland, where we
played six sets a day every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. That’ s where I learned
a lot of the basic mariachi songs. | left the band three years later, but thanks to
the songs | had memorized, | started getting work from other mariachi groups as
well.

A mariachi band is like a big band that appears on music shows—it’ s a band that
accompanies Spanish—language songs. We also take turns singing the songs
ourselves. We often perform at weddings and birthday parties, and it’ s very
common to get song requests on the spot. After all, Latinos love music, so when
they have a party, they hire a live band and request their favorite songs. It' s
similar to what people in Japan might say, like “Please play ‘Chikumagawa’ by
Hiroshi Itsuki” or “Please play ‘The Pearl Necklace’ by Paul Mauriat.” So, it' s
quite challenging because we have to memorize a huge number of songs.”

5. What instruments do you currently play? Also, what is your role as a conductor
with the LA Men’ s Choir, the Glee Club?

”As for instruments, in addition to the flute, I started playing the violin at age 45,
the viola at 50, the cello at 55, and the electric bass at 62. I' m having a great
time playing in chamber music groups and bands. Now that I’ m in the second half
of my life, I want to make sure [ don’ t leave anything undone, so I’ d also like to
get back into theater. | launched the Okamoto Opera Troupe last year, and we
perform whenever we get the chance. My motto is to enjoy performing with
others, not just on my own, so if you' re interested in getting involved, please feel
free to reach out to me. And if anyone asks us to perform at their event, my
friends and I will be happy to come running.

I’ ve been directing the LA Men’ s Choir “Glee Club” since March 2025. We mainly
perform songs with harmonies. Lately, to increase our membership, I’ ve been
scouting around and working hard to discover new talent. You don’ t need to be
able to read sheet music—we welcome any men who want to sing. I’ Il provide
gentle guidance.”

6. Please share a few words of advice for aspiring Latin musicians.

“If you' re a Japanese musician who’ s good at playing from memory and loves
Latin music, give it a try. The instruments are guitar, violin, and trumpet. Since
the flute isn’ t typically used in traditional mariachi music, it" s unlikely to be
accepted unless you’ re exceptionally talented.”
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Twenty years ago, six photographers known as
The Legacy Project created The Great Picture,
the world’ s largest photograph. Measuring 31
by 111 feet, it was made using the worlds largest
camera — a converted airplane hangar
transformed into a massive pinhole camera.
Taken on July 12, 2006, the image presents a
panoramic view of the decommissioned El Toro
Marine Corps Air Station, which closed in 1999
and is now the Great Park. 20 Years Later: The
Great Picture explores the process and
documentation behind this monumental feat and reflects on The Legacy Project’s
lasting impact on the history of photography. }
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Japan Meets South India

7PM - 8:30PM, Wednesday, July 29, 2026
Murasaki Hall at The Japan Foundation,
(5700 Wilshire Blvd, Suite 100, Los Angeles,
CA 90036) Inquiries jflainfo'at'jpf.go.jp
For the first time on North American soil, two world-renowned masters of
traditional music unite. John Kaizan Neptune — celebrated shakuhachi
virtuoso — and Giridhar Udupa — master of the South Indian ghatam —
share a musical bond that spans two decades and a celebrated
collaborative album. Now, joined by percussionist David Neptune and
guitarist Christophe Ambrosino, they bring that rare chemistry to the
stage in a live performance that weaves Japanese melody, South Indian
rhythm, jazz, and world fusion into something wholly new. Original
compositions. Ancient instruments. One unforgettable experience.
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“The Importance of Taking Notes”

4@ Reiwa is the current era of Japan's
i - official calendar. It began on 1 May

me Vowe of
Renwa Era

Perhaps due to the El Nino phenomenon, Japan's
nationwide average temperatures from June to August
have been higher than normal, making it certain that this
summer will be hotter than usual. Last summer’s average
temperature reportedly reached the highest level on
record since statistics began in 1898, and one of the
factors cited for the record-breaking heat was the
extremely low rainfall and high number of sunny days
compared to previous years. However, the Japan Meteoro-
logical Agency forecasts that this summer’s precipitation
will be near-average or slightly above average. They seem
to anticipate that with more rainy days, the likelihood of
temperatures reaching last year’s levels is low. Still, since it
is certain that temperatures will be higher than average
again this year, and with more rainy days expected, the
number of muggy days is likely to increase compared to
last year. High humidity makes it harder for sweat to evap-
orate, causing heat to build up in the body and further
increasing the risk of heatstroke. Oh dear, we'll need to be
extra thorough with heatstroke prevention this summer as
well. Compared to Japan, the summer air in California is so
much more comfortable! I'm truly envious of all of you.

As an elderly man over 70, I'm already living in a bit of a
daze, but during hot summers, my brain feels like it's
steaming, and | feel like my forgetfulness is getting worse
at an accelerating rate. Sadly, it seems that human cogni-
tive function actually begins to decline around the age of

By Bishop: Yuju Matsumoto

2019, the day on which Emperor Akihito's
elder son, Naruhito, ascended the throne as
the 126th Emperor of Japan.

remember—peaks in one’s teens and then gradually
declines; after turning 50, forgetfulness becomes pro-
nounced, as if one’s memory were tumbling down a cliff.

Among us living in the modern age, far fewer people
have the habit of carrying paper or a notebook and jotting
down things that catch their attention with a pen or similar
tool. The thinking is, “I can just type what | need into my
smartphone or record it.” But is that really enough? Kukai,
the founder of the Shingon sect, wrote in *Monkyo Hifu
Ron*: “You should always carry paper, brush, and ink with
you, and record your thoughts the moment they arise.”

At lectures by intellectuals and the like, there's often an
announcement before the speaker takes the stage asking
the audience to “please refrain from recording or taking
photos.” However, even if you think, “I heard so many great
points. It was very educational,” once the event is over,
after a while you'll likely only be able to recall one or two of
those good points, leaving you thinking, “There were other
good points too--+” In such cases, if you've jotted down
even just a few keywords in a handwritten note, looking at
them can help you recall the content of the talk. It's a good
idea to keep a pen and notepad handy—whether in your
pocket or bag—so you can immediately jot down any
flashes of inspiration or ideas.

One novelist reportedly had a plot idea for a novel while
drinking at an izakaya, but unfortunately didn’t have a
notebook with him, so he wrote it down on a chopstick

50. For example, “short-term memory”—such as being
shown 10 pictures and recalling how many of them you

wrapper. Even professional writers practice taking notes.

Advertisement? Ask Sweet Orange Monthly Magazine! Best Price for you!
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Celebrating the life of

FONIKA TANOKASHIRA

SATURDAY, JULY 18, 2026

HOLIDAY INN SANTA ANA ORANGE COUNTY AIRPORT
2726 S GRAND AVE, SANTA ANA, CA 92705

FUMIKA'S MEMORIAL SERVICE
HAS BEEN DIVIDED INTO TWO
PARTS. YOU ARE WELCOME TO
ATTEND THE SERVICE THAT
BEST SUITS YOU.

M.zgik EDuM 2R oTh
DET. ZTHGORVIERRNrO A TR
-1

DRESS —

LIGHT, BRIGHT, & SOFT
SHADES & TEXTURES, AS
INSPIRED BY THE COLORS OF
FUMIKA’S EVERY DAY ATTIRE.

M2 ESADTHOFODEFTVIA
BEMz HehTNSL, £ohktH
LTI,

10:30 AM WELCOME | 4:30 PM DEPARTURE

1ST MEMORIAL SERVICE
2ND MEMORIAL SERVICE

11:00 AM — 1:00 PM
2:00 PM — 4:00 PM
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Koyasan Buddhist Temple

342 E. 1st St.

Los Angeles, CA 90012

Tel: (213) 624-1267

http://www.koyasanbetsuin.org
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My First Hakama Experience
By Charleigh Guarnieri

For my fifth-grade graduation, | got to wear a hakama for
the first time. | have worn kimono before for fun, but
never for a real event, and | had never worn a hakama
before.

. Some of my friends and | thought it would be a fun way to
celebrate graduation together. Several of my friends are
from Japan, and since they didn’ t get to experience a
graduation ceremony in Japan, we thought it would be
special to bring a little bit of that tradition to our
graduation. In total, six of us wore hakama together.

Before we started planning. I only knew a little about
hakama and Japanese graduation traditions. Along the
way, | learned a lot. | learned how the clothing is worn,
why it is important, and how much work goes into getting
ready for such a special day.

One of my favorite parts was how many people helped us.
4 Friends, parents, teachers, and community members all
ﬁ:_ helped with hair, makeup, dressing, and taking pictures. It

i felt like everyone was working together to make the day
i special.

& When [ finally put on my hakama, I felt excited and proud.
It made graduation feel even more important. [ also

B8 ® cnjoyed sharing the experience with my friends and
talking to classmates and teachers who were interested
in our outfits.

It was a wonderful experience, and I made new friends along the way. [ learned
a lot about Japanese culture and traditions, and I will always remember my
fifth—-grade graduation as a very special day.

Thank you to everyone who helped make it possible!

WWW.Kimono-la.com
Web. sorangemag.com TeL 562-787-5060

Email: kimonodressing@ca.rr.com
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Sweet Orange

Presents

Culture
CRASH

By
Makiko Watanabe

&
3

Follow Culture Crash on

¥y ZDA5| -8 L TRI-E.
When Big D moved into my old house.

;‘: E‘i.

EoEObEE Rl By DDA H!
| couldn’t turn any of the faucets!
His brute strength!

BRABIIHZFEARZELFZIIvIRDIC
BLTHIT— 7"'

He broke the ceramic handle
bar in the bathtub and duct taped it!

COtUii

CGESH ¥

"h,-h/w\rﬁ(\r‘ o
Comic #19 o
Big D Moved In e
By Makiko Watanabe
HorHMEIZEE 725

One day, | felt an earthquake!

1| Oh No! This is BIG! ]
| ThikEw!

Ev DTy TPy %
Nope:--It was just Big D

Instagram @
CultureCrash2025
www.BigDLittleD.net

LTWwkiZdiiad,
doing jumping jacks!

-
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ISC Computer (information Systems Consulting)
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949-756-9210
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TEXT/VOICE

www.iscus.com
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Saff TO1nN & R(Ee Irvine @ Saffron & Rose Persian Ice Cream T Persian Ice ZNTitL 72!
Persian Ice Cream

—£q0 <l Pergian Jce

No.77 Reported by CS

www.instagram.comy cneapiifeinoc/ (4 22AREC55)
https:;// cheaplifeinoc.com/ BEDELRIEIZEL

reported by CS

Irvine BBICIENIL DY (A152) RAZ1ZT40HD,
2025 FA—=ToDHOYY—A L7 [Super Irvine]
FHIBE, N—A)-HEAELTNET, #F0HTE
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YOPA AV LOBKOWEIE TED), Y75, ol
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ERLEIL——H BB VET . EHIBTAR 3 TRULNDEVEZNFFFAL
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EWSSURHEY B EOBCE->T— a7 21— White Rose KOG RLBLEPNTIN—T1—13ED
LdDtioehe Lm0 A S M Ty, B F. 19VEEDBISOEMELTHER T, HFICR

@ " Pink Rose, Orange Blossom, IDETWPRMGBIEDFNE., ToENELEHEN
S Jasmine @ 5 fE¥H, COBIET ENZBITYT, Jasmine [FIvAIUTI—DLD

R CHEBLIL-—0— BEPHMEEDIDEC. FAODELEESDE
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9o White Rose (FO—XV4— T, hEOR/—YXILEAKRBLTHZDLH

FH—LyIOREER DB EDIUNE B LoTHe DL/ \IOIRIEDPO—ID4 —F— KB ENTHALITD S——

ROBHICHD. T—YAI—FHEEAOTEGKE T AM—YVERLHET ZRXIECRARMFOTUE Saffron & Rose Persian Ice Cream

BREBEETZTENSNTIBLSITT. SEVVEE 9, Orange Blossom [F& RN ALY JKEEEZL 4523 Campus Dr

L\tjl/_)f_id:‘ Saffron F’istachio‘ White ROSB t .tL\'i L!TCfJ‘l\ %lﬁl:lﬁ%%ﬁ[éﬁﬁthfﬁ@ D_;{ INIHB, CA 92612
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