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lthough major 
corporations often 
take the spotlight in 

producing Japan’s high-quality 
products, small and medium 
enterprises are the real driving 
force behind the growth of 
the nation’s manufacturing 
industry. This edition will 
feature the outstanding skills of 
a number of small and medium 
enterprises, and underline 
significant periods in the history 
of those companies that have 
worked diligently to support the 
growth of Japan’s economy. 



From November 16 to 17, Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe visited the Kingdom of Cambodia and 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic.

On November 16 in the Kingdom of Cambodia, 
Prime Minister Abe and Prime Minister Hun Sen 
held a summit meeting. The two leaders celebrated 
the 60th anniversary of the establishment of 
diplomatic relations between Japan and Cambodia, 
and shared a commitment to further broadening 
the bilateral relationship, based on the robust 
cooperative relationship to date since the days 
of the Cambodian peace process as well as the 
“New Partnership” established between the two 
countries. Later, in Phnom Penh, he attended a 
medical seminar and visited the National Maternal 
and Child Health Center.

Photographs and text courtesy of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Japan and the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the 
Government of Japan.

PRIME MINISTER VISITS THE KINGDOM OF CAMBODIA  
AND THE LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC.

Above: Prime Minister Abe shaking hands with H.E. Mr. Thongsing 
Thammavong, Prime Minister of the Lao People's Democratic 
Republic
Below: The joint press announcement

Above: Prime Minister Abe shaking hands with H.E. Mr. Samdech 
Hun Sen, the Prime Minister of Cambodia
Below: Prime Minister visiting the National Maternal and Child 
Health Center in Phnom Penh

The following day in the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Prime Minister Abe and Prime Minister 
Thongsing held a summit meeting. The two 
leaders reaffirmed the traditionally friendly 
relationship between the two countries and shared 
the view that, in order to further strengthen their 
“Comprehensive Partnership”, Japan and Laos 
will advance cooperation. And as the year 2015 
marks the 60th anniversary of the establishment 
of diplomatic relations between Japan and Laos, 
the two leaders reaffirmed that both countries will 
closely coordinate and cooperate with each other to 
promote a wide range of exchange between the two 
countries, including high-level leaders mutual visits.
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TECHNOLOGICAL  
 ACHIEVEMENTS

JAPAN’S
Japan's cutting-edge technology 

is known all over the world.
In Japan, the word ‘manufacturing’ not 

only refers to the creation of goods, but is also 
defined as ‘the creativity of the craftsman.’ 
Manufacturing characterizes the skills and 

techniques that underline the technological 
strengths of Japan. Japanese products are often 
associated with large companies. However, the 
various parts that make up those products are 

usually manufactured by small or  
medium enterprises. 

Japan’s history in manufacturing has in fact 
been carved out by the tireless efforts of these 

small and medium businesses. 
This issue will feature the strengths and 

advanced skills of small and medium enterprises, 
which are often counted on as a source of energy 

in the modern Japanese economy. 

Innovation through small and 
medium enterprises

PRIME MINISTER VISITS THE KINGDOM OF CAMBODIA  
AND THE LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC.
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VEENA YOSHINO

JAPAN’s small and medium enterprises supported 
traditional crafts since before the Meiji 
Period, and even now continue to support the 

development of the nation’s modern industry. Today, 
they form the backbone of world-class technologies. 
To learn about how these enterprises have 
supported Japan’s growth, we spoke to Dr. Hisayoshi 
Hashimoto, former director of the technology 
division at the Small and Medium Enterprise Agency, 
now doing research focusing on the activities of 
small and medium enterprises at the National 
Graduate Institute for Policy Studies. 

Tell us a little bit about the history 
of how Japan developed its skills in 
manufacturing and industry.

Japan existed in a state of national 
isolation until the end of the Edo Period, 
which gave it some time to develop 
its own unique culture without much 
influence from outside. The growth of 
culture can be seen most clearly during 
that time, which is when samurai 
culture was born. The skills of craftsmen 
were already flourishing as they created 
the impressive swords that were to 
become protective and sacred objects for 
the samurai.

An insightful conversation about the 
development of manufacturing in Japan

Dr. Hashimoto Interview

Dr. Hisayoshi 
Hashimoto 
former director, 
Technology 
Division, Small 
and Medium 
Enterprise 
Agency
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During the Meiji Period, the 
Japanese government focused 
on developing the compulsory 
education system, as people 
believed that education laid 
the groundwork for industries 
to grow. If you look at Japan’s 
education system, medicine 
came into place first, followed 
by engineering and thirdly law. 
In most overseas countries, 
education always started with 
theology, which was then 
followed by law, literature  
and engineering. 

What trends can be seen in 
the development of Japanese 
industry?

Between 1945 and 1955, basic 
industries were cultivated where 
electric power, iron, steel and 
coal were the main areas of 
development. The government 
believed that if these three areas 
started to grow, then all other 
areas would follow naturally. 

During the 1960s, Japan’s 
heavy chemical industry was 
cultivated, which allowed 
the mechanical, electrical 
and automotive industries to 
flourish. It was during the  
1970s that Japan started 
focusing on automobiles, 
computers, electronics 
and precision machinery. 
Strict adherence to Japan’s 
inter-industry input-output 
table became a part of our 
manufacturing strategy.

How does the growth of 
Japanese small and medium 
enterprises differ from countries 
overseas?

Japan focused on strengthening 
small and medium industries 
from the outset. For example, 
to strengthen the automobile 
industry, it first strengthened 
the companies that made the 
accessories, or parts of the cars. 
The car makers themselves 
set it out this way, so these 
companies developed a sort of 
parent-child relationship over 
time. So in Japan’s auto industry, 
the focus is on the parts-making 
companies rather than on the 
companies that do the assembly. 
In other countries, it’s the other 
way around.

I think it is incredible that 
although they are rivals in reality, 
small and medium enterprises have 

helped each other in modernizing 
Japan, as well as achieving high 
productivity.

We’ve heard that you spent 
a lot of time visiting various 
factories. Tell us a little about 
that.

I’ve visited 3,518 factories so 
far. Most of the owners or heads 
of those companies are not only 
interesting individuals, but 
they are extremely dedicated 
to educating their employees. 
Bigger companies can attract 
candidates just with their names, 
but the presidents of small and 
medium companies have to rely 
on personality to attract and hold 
talent. The employees in turn 
have dedicated themselves to 
their work, always thinking  
of their customers from 
beginning to end. This is why 
they have earned the trust of 
bigger companies.  

What do you think Japan 
should work on to appeal to 
foreign markets?

I think more than anything; 
enterprises with a desire to 
expand overseas must simply 
take that first step. While it’s 
said that you must carefully and 
deliberately research your target 
countries, you still have to jump 
into the pool if you want to learn 
how to swim. I’d just like to see 
Japanese small and medium 
enterprises keep steadily trying 
without fear of failure. 
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The city’s roots as a home 
of manufacturing can be 
traced back to the cast metal 
industry of the Edo Period. At 
the same time, cotton batting 
also expanded in the Kawachi 
area (the eastern part of what 
is now Osaka Prefecture), while 
industries such as wire-drawing 
sprang up around new watermill 
technology, all adapting over 
time to form the foundation for 
today’s modern industries.

“The number of factories in 
the city grew to 10,000 by 1983,” 
notes Mr. Keisuke Honda of 
Higashiosaka City Hall. “Although 
falling Japanese exports led the 
number of local companies to 
drop to 6,016 by 2008,” Honda 
says, “We still have 116 businesses 

Synergy of City and Industry

Higashiosaka 
City

VEENA YOSHINO

THE east side of Osaka 
Prefecture is famous 
for its thriving 

manufacturing industry. 
Sandwiched between Osaka 
City and a range of mountains 
that divide it from Nara to the 
east, the city of Higashiosaka 
in particular is known 
throughout Japan as ‘The City of 
Manufacturing.’

‘Made in Higashiosaka’ 
products, assembly parts, 
and technical manufacturing 

capabilities play important 
roles not only in Japan but all 
over the world. In addition 
to manufactured products 
made nowhere else in Japan, 
locally-made machine parts 
hold a significant stake in 
global markets. Indeed, 
Higashiosaka’s know-how can 
be found applied to aircraft, 
satellites, shinkansen bullet 
trains, and even Tokyo’s 
Skytree, the tallest free-
standing tower in the world.

‘Made in Higashiosaka’ items displayed 
in city hall
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in an area of 1 square kilometer – 
the highest factory density in all 
of Japan among cities with more 
than 4,000 factories.”  

“The great thing about 
Higashiosaka is that, for small-
scale businesses involved in 
assembly parts or value-added 
processing, there is a benefit of 
accumulation,” Honda says. “For 
example, a metal accessories 
company will benefit from 
having companies that specialize 
in bending metal, polishing it 
or boring holes in it, all right 
in the area. These advantages 
can then be exploited for quick 
turnaround in high-precision, 
small-lot production.” 

What differentiates 
Higashiosaka City from other 
cities is that this kind of 
cooperative relationship has 
been built up despite the fact that 
the majority of companies here 
have no funding relationship 
whatsoever. Many industrial 
centers are built on a pyramid 
structure, with big companies at 
the top and a layer of affiliated 
subsidiaries beneath them. 
Each company in Higashiosaka, 
however, specializes in a different 
field and develops its own 
technologies. These companies 
then establish a loose network 
with nearby factories.

In the modern marketplace, 
quality alone does not guarantee 
sales, and design plays a key role 
in marketing. The city provides 
incentives for companies to 
manufacture products that have 
environmental and design value. 

Toshiyuki Kita – a renowned 
product designer with offices 
in Italy, China and Japan – has 
been invited to hold seminars 
explaining design value to 
companies in the area, resulting 
in several collaborations.  

Based on Kita’s design advice, 
OHSHIN Co., Ltd. developed 
an easy-to-wash, thermally 
efficient earthenware pot that 
can be used both on a gas stove 
or a stove operating through 
induction heating; it won the 
Japanese Institute of Design 
Promotion’s Good Design Award 
in 2010. Kita’s advice also led 
Ucon, an LED manufacturer, to 
apply washi (Japanese paper) 
to the surface of LED lighting 
equipment to produce light that 
is gentler on the eyes - now used 
by high-design jewelry stores and 
fashionable department store 
food vendors.

To attract and encourage 
business, the city exempts new 
and expanding businesses from 
property and city planning 
taxes, and supports local 
manufacturers in opening up 
new markets. To offer a leg up 
to local businesses interested in 
expanding overseas and into the 
Tokyo area, presentation fees 
are subsidized for companies 
that present at international 
fairs, while the Higashiosaka 
Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry organizes Mokari 
Messe Higashiosaka, a business 
networking event in Tokyo.  

Higashiosaka’s city hall 
recognizes the importance of 
manufacturing to its identity. 
Perhaps its bilingual promotional 
materials best make its case: 
“Higashiosaka is a manufacturing 
city of unlimited potential.”  

Industrial concentration in Higashiosaka City
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The magic behind the artist

Nicker Paint
VEENA YOSHINO

JAPAN’s manga and 
animation have exploded in 
popularity all over the world 

and have come to represent 
Japan’s pop culture. 

The Nerima Ward of Tokyo is 
often said to be the birthplace 
of anime. Fittingly, it is also the 
location of Nicker, the paint 
brand used by many leading 
manga and anime artists, 
including Hayao Miyazaki, the 
genius behind such beloved 
films as My Neighbor Totoro and 
Spirited Away.

Ichiro Tsumakura is the 
current president of this 
64-year-old company. In his 
office decorated with paintings 
by artists and art school 

students, he points to one image 
in particular. It was done on the 
spot by an artist from Miyazaki’s 
Studio Ghibli. The sky in the 
painting is a combination of 
a whole range of blue, while 
the cloud seems so light that it 
might literally float out of the 
paper, a familiar sight in  
Ghibli works.

Gazing at the picture, 
Tsumakura says, “Instead 
of making children draw 
ordinary posters in school, 
they should get teachers to do 
demonstrations like this, and 
allow children to create their 
own versions of Ghibli. You have 
to give them a dream, a hope. If 
not, art will have no meaning.”  

Demonstrating marble art at Nicker Paint

There are up to 600 colors for 
certain types of Nicker paints. 
“We get many requests from 
clients to make colors that 
are between two very similar 
shades,” Tsumakura notes. For 
example, when Tetsuwan Atomu 
(Astro Boy) premiered on national 
television in 1963, Osamu 
Tezuka’s production staff came to 
the factory to choose his colors. 
But out of the standard 1-6 range, 
he could not find a single shade 
of black that suited Astro Boy’s 
boots. This led Nicker to create a 
new shade of black between 3 and 
4, now named  3.5.  

When color television began 
two years later, Tezuka’s 
production staff again paid 
Nicker a visit, this time to choose 
the color of the sky. “When we 
finished making the color he 
requested, Tezuka exclaimed in 
satisfaction, ‘This, indeed, is the 
color of the sky!’ That color is now 
Silurian blue.”
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Mr. Ichiro Tsumakura, president of Nicker

Wall art inside the Nicker factory

Color samples inside the factory

While animation made with 
Nicker paint may be known 
around the world, the same 
cannot be said of Nicker itself. 
Tsumakura is working to change 
that, aiming to increase the 
appeal not only of his paint but 
also his factory. Last summer, he 
made a poster entitled “Let’s visit 
the paint factory” and sent it to 
Nikkei Sangyo Shimbun, one of 
Japan’s top industry newspapers. 
This resulted in 700 people, 
mostly parents and children, 
visiting the factory to discover 
how paint is made.

Tsumakura is also working 
on projects to help address 
environmental and social 
concerns such as graffiti in cities. 
He organizes fresco painting 
events all over the country, with 
one recent example occurring at a 
site just a five-minute walk from 
Tokyo’s Shimo-Kitazawa Station. 
In a 600-square-meter space 
that was once a graffiti-covered 

parking lot, visitors can now find 
a recumbent giraffe painted on 
the 2-meter walls. Initiated by  
a request from the lot owner, 
 the project took eight days  
to complete.

In the MRI room of a children’s 
hospital, pictures of animals have 
been drawn on the wall and even 
on the machine itself, with warm 
colors that help the children feel 
at ease. 

In one effort to combat 
truancy in high schools, the 
doors of all the cubicles in a 
girls’ washroom were painted 
to form an impressive mural, 
contributing to an increase  
in attendance.

Despite all of its projects, 
Nicker still operates with only 
17 employees. “Having a small 
group of employees means that 
decisions are made quickly,” 
says Tsumakura. “It also means 
having time to sit down with each 
and every one to hear his or her 

thoughts on the work environment 
and upcoming projects. We are like 
a family here.”

Considering all the beloved 
family films that take life from 
his paints, that sounds just  
about right. 
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700 Years of Precision Steel

Moritaka 
Hamono Inc.

VEENA YOSHINO

HIDDEN away on a small 
side-street in the town of 
Yatsushiro, in Kyushu’s 

Kumamoto Prefecture, three 
bladesmiths hand-forge what they 
claim to be the sharpest, most 
durable knives in all of Japan.

At Moritaka Hamono Inc., 
the ancient skills of swordsmith 
Minamoto no Moritaka have 
been protected and passed down 
for over 700 years. Founded 
in the Kamakura Period, the 
company is currently run by the 
27th generation of Moritakas, 
Tsunehiro and his wife Akiko. 

Among Japan’s traditional 
industries, blade-making is 
considered by many to be the 

highest form of craft. While 
knife-makers in other countries 
often use only a single piece of 
metal to produce their blades, 
each Moritaka blade is composed 
of a layer of solid steel packed 
between two layers of iron. 

Six generations ago, at 
the end of the Edo Period, 
Chuzaemon Moritaka made 
the announcement that katana 
alone could no longer be forged 
as a means of making a living, 
and it was necessary to envision 
new products. It now takes 10 
years just to learn the basic skills 
required to produce Moritaka’s 
unique knives, which still employ 
the same beveled-edge, triple-

structure technique that the 
company used to forge katana for 
27 generations.

“What people like about our 
knives is not just the cutting edge 
but also the tradition and history 
that come with them,” Mrs. 
Moritaka explains. “They also see 
value in the fact that they were 
handmade by Moritaka.”

Moritaka Hamono has now 
exploded on the international 
knife market. It all goes back to a 
seemingly insignificant incident 
that took place eight years ago, 
soon after Moritaka began doing 
sales at department stores.

A customer living in Hawaii 
sent Mr. Moritaka an email 
commenting on the exceptional 
quality of his knives, and 
suggested that he start selling 
them abroad so that more people 
could enjoy their premium quality. 
“This customer was quite adamant 
about it,” Moritaka recalls. “So 

Whetstones
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we ended up making a promise 
that we would start internet sales 
within two months.” 

It began with individual 
customers, who occasionally 
ordered and posted positive 
reviews online. And it was not 
long before word of mouth landed 
Moritaka Hamono on the Wall 
Street Journal’s list of Five Best 
Chef’s Knives. Now Moritaka has 
a long line of customers on its six-
month, international waiting list. 

It’s a big change from the day 
Tsunehiro took over the business 
from his father 16 years ago. At 
the time, the shop was nothing 
more than a run-down storage 
space attached to the factory, and 
even business in the local area 
was not very good. 

During those early days, Mr. 
Moritaka showcased his knives 
at local events and festivals 
(omatsuri), and eventually went 
on to selling at department 

stores. But upon seeing the well-
established competition already 
on the shelves, he realized that he 
had to find a way to distinguish the 
Moritaka brand. 

The result was the birth of a new 
cooking knife, forged with Aogami 
Super Steel.

Known for its clean cut and long 
durability, Moritaka asserts that 
Aogami Super Steel is the highest-
quality steel in existence. The 
complex forging process prevents 
most bladesmiths from investing 
in this level of production; just 
determining the right temperature 
is extremely difficult. “You either 
have the DNA to do it or you don’t,” 
Mr. Moritaka declares. “If you do, 
then you are able to produce the 
sharpest knives, incomparable to 
any others.”

Regardless of the company’s 
international success, Moritaka 
specifically reserves 1/3 of its 
products for the local market.  

“We must remember that we 
were able to continue this 
business for so long because of 
support from local residents,” 
Mrs. Moritaka says.

Asked about his aspirations 
for the future, Mr. Moritaka 
replies that he only hopes “to 
continue this business without 
compromising the quality of 
our knives.” Perhaps we’ll see 
his descendants still at work in 
another 700 years. 

Bladesmith at workMoritaka knives Moritaka blade samples

Akiko and Tsunehiro Moritaka
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Yamashita Kogyosho 
Forms the Face of 

the Shinkansen by Hand

JAPAN’s bullet train, the Shinkansen, is one 
of the most recognized symbols of Japanese 
engineering prowess. These trains have only 

become ever more streamlined since they were 
launched in anticipation of the first Tokyo Olympics 
in 1964.

So it is hard to imagine that a simple hammer can 
shape the complex curves of this high-tech train’s 
nose. What is even more remarkable is that only one 
company in Japan, with a mere 40 employees, has 
employed this technique to produce many of the 
Shinkansen’s distinctive shapes.

Yamashita Kogyosho in Kudamatsu City, 
Yamaguchi Prefecture, has been hammering out 
aerodynamic designs for the face of the Shinkansen 
since 1963. The company’s founder, Kiyoto 
Yamashita, was working in a local garage, where 
he honed his skill in shaping sheet metal with a 
hammer. When employees at the nearby Hitachi 
plant noticed his ability, they recruited him to 
help build the face of a new high-speed train they 
were developing – the first 0 series Shinkansen. 
As popularity of the new train surged, so did 
Yamashita’s responsibilities, leading him to form 

Hammering Out 
High-Technology:

NOAM KATZ

Forming the nose of the Hayabusa
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his own company, which has served as an external 
contractor for Hitachi ever since.

Crafting the face of the Shinkansen is artisan’s 
work. Sheets of aluminum ranging from 1 to 6 mm 
in thickness are beaten by hand countless times 
to produce curved panels, which are then welded 
together to form the train’s sleek exterior. Given the 
large size and relatively low production numbers 
of these trains, as well as the need for flexibility to 
make sudden changes, this form of manufacturing 
is ill-suited to mass production. Rather, attention 
to detail is paramount: Not only is it challenging 
enough to achieve the elegant, computer-designed 
shape, expert welding is crucial to avoiding 
pinholes or cracks that might compromise the 
safety of a train that may operate as fast as  
320 km/h.

Now 50 years later, Yamashita Kogyosho has 
produced the noses of approximately 400 front cars 
for the Shinkansen. Through its partnership with 
Hitachi, Yamashita Kogyosho has also forged the 
faces of high-speed trains running in Taiwan and 
China, in addition to express trains, monorails and 
subways not only in Japan but also South Korea, 
Singapore and Dubai. It has even produced the 
noses of experimental magnetic levitating trains.

With strong demand for more shinkansen, and 
production plans scheduled well into 2018, one 
might think that the forward strategy would be 
quick expansion and a drop in production time. 
Yet Kiyoto Yamashita’s son, Tatsuto, who took 

the reins when his father retired in 2007, knows that 
the company’s reputation rests on its exceptional 
craftsmanship: “We will not reduce our commitment 
to quality,” he says.

Adding employees overnight is not an option. 
Simply developing the necessary skill to hammer 
out sheet metal requires approximately 10 years of 
practice, though training is never truly finished. Two 
original company members still working there today 
have received recognition as master craftsmen from 
the Japanese government, yet Tatsuto Yamashita 
recounts how one of them always asserts that he’s 
still not satisfied with his level of skill. Fittingly, the 
younger Yamashita notes that the company “looks for 
employees who have patience and are committed to 
self-training for life.”

That is not to say the company isn’t modernizing 
to keep up with changing times. Yamashita explains 
that he hopes to “use machines wherever possible, 
freeing craftsmen to focus on more specialized tasks.” 
Indeed, lasers now cut out certain shapes, while 
other machines automatically create angles in the 
sheet metal, resulting in a significant reduction in 
production time.

It took three months to complete the face of the 
original 0 series Shinkansen, which was just six meters 
in length. Now Yamashita Kogyosho’s craftsmen can 
complete production of the 15-meter nose of the E5 
Hayabusa in only two weeks. Ultimately, Yamashita 
says, “the human and the hammer are indispensable 
in making the final adjustments.”  

Kiyoto Yamashita with his workers

Hammering a plate by hand

Laser-cutting tool
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Mitaka’s Specialized space shuttle TV 
camera

“I capture images in far 
more detail than anyone else,” 
enthuses company president 
Katsushige Nakamura. He 
should know; he has spent his 
life immersed in the mechanics 
of observation, his father having 
been charged with assembling a 
massive astronomical telescope 
at the Tokyo Astronomical 
Observatory.

Nakamura was only 22 when 
he founded Mitaka Kohki with 
his older brother, Giichi. It was 
in the same year that he devised 
the operating mechanism for a 
collimator that pinpointed the 
position of Cygnus X-1, the first 
celestial X-ray source generally 
accepted to be a black hole. 

Valuing on-the-spot 
innovation above all else, 
Nakamura’s company places 
no premium on book learning. 
“We have employees who are 
junior high school graduates,” 

On the Horizon of Innovation

Mitaka Kohki 
Co., Ltd.

MIKE KANERT

FOUNDED in 1966 on 
the outskirts of the 
Tokyo Astronomical 

Observatory – now the National 
Astronomical Observatory of 
Japan – Mitaka Kohki Co., Ltd. 
has grown from telescopes and 
rocket-mounted observation 
equipment to encompass 
precision three-dimensional 
measuring instruments, medical 
microscopes and solar-thermal 
energy systems. 

Despite a modest stable of 57 
full-time employees, partnership 

President Nakamura in the Mitaka workshop

and collaboration have allowed 
Mitaka Kohki to touch the 
world. A 27-year relationship 
with German optics giant 
Leica Microsystems has 
netted the company half of 
the U.S. surgical microscope 
market, while efforts with 
the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA) 
and the Japanese Aerospace 
Exploration Agency (JAXA) have 
put cameras on shuttles and 
electron spectrometers in  
space probes.  
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he says. To work for Mitaka, one 
needs only the ability to carefully 
examine and re-examine a 
situation, and the understanding 
that techniques cannot be 
explained through words, but 
must be demonstrated in real- 
life situations. 

Indeed, Mitaka Kohki’s head 
office looks less like a think 
tank than an inventor’s lair, 
with wrenches, drills and rolls 
of adhesive tape hanging at the 
ends of desks cluttered with the 
remains of mechanical tinkering. 
Job applicants must complete 
not only a paper test, but also a 
model airplane and a sketch of a 
naked light bulb. “I was drawing 
in three dimensions before I 
started elementary school,” says 
Nakamura, who still prefers to 
illustrate his concepts by hand. 

What is the secret to the 
company’s success? “Ideas,” says 
Nakamura. “All ideas come from 
putting myself in the field.” He 

observes of Mitaka’s partnership 
with Leica, “If it were just about 
the lenses, Leica would have 
been able to build microscopes 
on its own.” 

To start the Leica partnership, 
Nakamura contacted surgeons 
and observed their surgeries. He 
identified two key weaknesses 
in existing neurosurgical 
microscopes: They were so 
long that they got in the way of 
doctors’ arms, and so bulky that 
they restricted movement in the 
operating room. 

Coupling pragmatic zeal with 
space-age expertise, Mitaka’s 
redesign enabled not only the 
precision to surgically connect 
vessels as small as 0.05 to 0.5 
mm, but made the devices 
so compact and unobtrusive 
that operation durations 
were dramatically reduced. 
Mitaka now uses surgeons as 
spokespeople to promote  
Mitaka products. 

“60% of our business is 
in medical devices,” says 
Nakamura. “Of the remaining 
40%, 20% is in measuring 
instruments, and the remaining 
20% is in making telescopes and 
energy development.”

Mitaka Kohki is currently 
working to extract power from 
solar-thermal energy, using 
mirrors to generate heat at 
a single concentrated point. 
While photovoltaic cells can 
only generate electricity while 
directly absorbing sunlight, by 
concentrating and then storing 
heat reflected from the sun, 
solar-thermal systems allow 
power to be generated 24 hours a 
day, which Nakamura hopes can 
reduce reliance on fossil fuels. 

And how did he come up with 
the idea? “I thought about it and 
said, ‘If it’s the sun that makes 
all life on earth possible, then 
let’s go back to the sun – that 
great entity – to help us.’”

For Mitaka Kohki, the sun 
isn’t the limit – it’s just the 
beginning.  

Mitaka’s Stereo Viewer 3-D Surgical 
Microscope System

President Nakamura illustrates an idea
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Precision and Family in Tochigi

Suzuki   
        Precion

NAYALAN MOODLEY

CATCH an express train out of Tokyo Station and 90 minutes 
later you will find yourself in Kanuma, a quiet town 
surrounded by the beautiful foothills and flowing rivers of 

Tochigi Prefecture. Crisp, clean air and quiet tranquility are the 
orders of the day. While this may seem to be the spot for an idyllic 
hot spring resort or some natural marvel, it is in fact a hotbed for 
high-precision machining and manufacturing.

Suzuki Precion break room

Optical microscopic measuring station
Computer numerical control (CNC) precision 
measuring station

Employees share ideas and get advice

Precision cutting machine equipped with 
the IB-spindle
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Suzuki Precion was founded 
in 1961 as Suzuki Seiki, which 
produced machine parts to 
match designs provided by 
its external clients. In 1991, 
founder Etsuro Suzuki passed 
on the company to his son, 
Tsuneyoshi, and a year later, 
along with changing its name 
to Suzuki Precion, the company 
moved into hyper-fine precision 
machinery. 

In addition to creating micro-
precise parts for the automotive 
and aeronautics industries, in 
2006 Suzuki Precion acquired 
permits to begin manufacturing 
parts and equipment for medical 
service appliances. Using its 
cutting-edge precision tools, 
Suzuki Precion’s 60 dedicated 
employees can now make such 
products as the titanium parts 
used to repair fractured bones. 
With Tsuneyoshi Suzuki moving 
to the position of chairman and 
his eldest son, Takuya, as CEO, 
the company is now shifting 

from parts manufacturing 
for external clients to the 
production and sale of its own 
original products.

The key to Suzuki Precion’s 
success is its original IB-
spindle, a high-speed milling 
rotary shaft. Many small 
manufacturers find their output 
limited by low-speed milling 
power, which is necessary to 
avoid heat mutation. But high-
speed rotation is a necessity for 
the micro-fabrication in which 
Suzuki Precion specializes. It 
was natural for the company to 
take advantage of its foundation 
in precision machinery to create 
a unique geared spindle that is 
able to rotate at high speeds. 

Development of the IB-
spindle began in response to the 
company’s own dissatisfaction 
with an imported spindle, 
which had not offered the 
precision desired. The result 
of Suzki Precion’s innovation 
was a spindle that allowed a 

400% increase in speed with a 
tolerance of just three microns, 
which singlehandedly boosted 
production accuracy and allowed 
an inexpensive expansion of 
output. Realizing that there was 
no spindle of comparable quality 
on the market, Suzuki Precion 
began production and sale of its 
own original design.

Regardless, attention to 
quality of work and employees’ 
quality of life supersede the 
needs for quick profits and 
fast expansion. Built up slowly 
and steadily through three 
generations of proud, dedicated 
and hardworking leaders, Suzuki 
Precion is a family business 
where employees are treated just 
so. As a result, the engineers and 
technicians on the factory floor 
are extremely dedicated, with 
a high sense of pride in both 
their work and the company as a 
whole, which can be difficult for 
larger industrial and corporate 
entities to achieve.

It might be said that Suzuki 
Precion’s greatest passion lies 
not only in its products in and 
of themselves, but in the pride 
and care that its people take 
in their work. The company 
exudes a familial strength that 
has weathered fickle economic 
storms – a slow and sustainable 
growth that flows forward like 
the river by which the company 
was built. 

Cutting machines equipped with the IB-Spindle



Japanese Goods 
Make Inroads 
Abroad
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ASEAN Caravan, Bangkok

JETRO 
Caravans

SELENA HOY

WHILE Japan has long 
been known as a 
world-class exporter of 

cars, stereo equipment, computer 
chips and intricate technology, 
now curtains, kitchenware and 
toothbrushes are joining in on  
the party.

In the last four years, the Japan 
External Trade Organization, or 
JETRO, has implemented annual 
Caravan projects in an effort 
to support small and medium 
Japanese enterprises in expanding 
trade overseas. 

Caravan is made up of two 
projects: Asia Caravan, which 
focuses primarily on expansion 
in the Chinese market, and 

ASEAN Caravan, which in recent 
years has successfully targeted 
Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia 
and Singapore. 

Now in the fourth year of 
Asia Caravan and second year of 
ASEAN Caravan, participating 
companies hail from the 
kitchenware, health and beauty, 
home interior and building 
material sectors. Approximately 
140 companies participate in the 
two projects, with roughly 10 
involved in both.

“We concentrated on entering 
these markets because economies 
in these countries are booming,” 
explains Manabu Shimoyashiro, 
director of the ASEAN Caravan 
Project. “But it can be hard for 
small and medium Japanese 

enterprises to develop the 
skills and experience needed to 
effectively enter these foreign 
markets. So we at JETRO want 
to support them through the 
opportunities made available by 
the Caravan Project.”

Japanese products have a 
strong international reputation 
for quality, safety, high 
functionality and superior design. 
Though similar products are often 
available in the target nations, 
Japanese value-added details 
can make everyday products 
extraordinary, with growing 
youth populations and expanding 
middle- and upper-class 
communities driving demand.

Overseas expansion brings 
with it a raft of challenges, 
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including language barriers, 
knowledge of laws and 
regulations, differences in 
business styles and negotiation 
tactics, as well as the simple 
difficulty of following local 
market trends. JETRO’s Caravan 
projects offer assistance in 
these areas, providing access 
to information, training and 
publicity events. 

The Asia Caravan organizes 
large business exchanges 
centered in Shanghai, Beijing, 
Chongqing, Guangzhou and 
Taipei to introduce Japanese 
companies to local markets. Each 
company sends representatives 
to manage a booth, and has the 
opportunity to meet potential 
buyers and other industry 
professionals. Meanwhile, lively 
ASEAN Caravan events earlier this 
year in Singapore and Bangkok 
had industry insiders perusing 
a wide variety of projects while 
watching demonstrations 
prepared with JETRO’s assistance.

Expansion is never a sure thing, 
and there is always risk involved. 
But Caravan seeks to mitigate 

that risk by providing information 
on local markets and aiding in 
negotiations that will crack the 
door for would-be exporters. 
According to Takao Moriuma 
of Asia Caravan’s lifestyle and 
service industry division, “We 
have a lot of products out there 
that people know, electronics 
and such, but there are still many 
fantastic products that have yet to 
leave Japan.” 

Sometimes the goods that 
become runaway hits come as a 
complete surprise. For example, 
while curtains are widely 
available almost everywhere, 
a curtain company offering 
products with a little extra oomph 
– such as fireproof, blackout or 
insulating capabilities – proved 
to be unexpectedly popular. Says 
Shimoyashiro: “For the young 
generation, we have to say that 
the most popular products are 
those associated with music, 
anime and subculture. The older 
generation likes electronic and 
automotive goods as well as 
Japanese food.” Adds Moriuma, 
“Young people like things that 

Discussing curtain sales at the ASEAN Caravan, 
Singapore

Consumer product monitoring in Shanghai, China

2013 Business Negotiation Assembly, 
Guangzhou, China

are fashionable, well-designed or 
kawaii (cute).”

JETRO plans to continue the 
Caravan projects beyond this 
year, with the hope of including 
other ASEAN nations in the 
future. Shimoyashiro notes: 
“When more and more people 
learn about Japan – our cuisine, 
our lifestyle products, and so 
on – it allows people in Asia to 
feel closer and friendlier toward 
Japan. That’s something we’d like 
to maintain.”

Bonding over high-tech 
products and down-home 
kitchenware – not a bad idea!  
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Toshikoshi
SELENA HOY

D
O you have any end-of-year special 
traditions? For some people, New 
Year’s Eve means a party with 
friends and fancy clothes. In 

Japan, there are a few different ways to say 
goodbye to the old year. New Year’s Eve is a 
quiet time to spend at home with family and 
perhaps visit a local temple.

The traditional meal on New Year’s Eve 
varies but is often concluded with a hot 
bowl of noodles called toshikoshi soba, 
which means, year-end buckwheat noodles. 
Why buckwheat noodles? There are a 
few explanations that are given about its 
significance. 

One is that the buckwheat plant is 
especially strong. Even in bad weather, it 
bounces back. So by eating it, perhaps we too 
can be strong and resilient. Another is that 
the noodles are long and thin, and eating 
them symbolizes a long life. And yet there 
is also a reason that goldsmiths used to use 

buckwheat flour dough to pick up loose 
gold dust around their smithing shops. 
So by eating these noodles, people hope 
that good fortune also sticks to them. 
Strength, long life, good fortune: great 
things to wish for.

After eating the warming and lucky 
noodles, it’s time to gather up last 
year’s protection amulets and good luck 
charms to do misokapparai, or year-end 
purification. In this ritual, a special stick 
is festooned with paper streamers and 
waved around all corners of the house 
to banish any evil spirits that may be 
lurking. Be gone, evil spirits! It is then 
planted in the ground outside to guard 
the home. 

Now it’s time to head to the temple. 
In the last hours of the year, there is a 
ceremony called joya no kane, or New 
Year’s Eve bells. In this ritual, the temple 
bell is rung 108 times, each chime 
representing an earthly temptation 
fading away. 

年越し
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6 ounces of soba noodles
2 cups of dashi - Japanese broth made from 
fish, seaweed or mushrooms
1 tablespoon sake for cooking
1 tablespoon soy sauce
¾ teaspoon sugar
A few green onions, sliced into small pieces
Red pepper flakes
Optional toppings: 
Sliced fish cake, an egg or sliced vegetables 
like mushrooms, carrots or leeks

Cook and rinse the noodles according 
to the package instructions. In a small 
saucepan, mix together the dashi, sake, 
soy sauce, and sugar, and bring to a boil, 
then turn to low heat. Put the noodles in 
the soup and heat on low for 1-2 minutes, 
then divide into bowls and sprinkle green 
onions and chili pepper on top with extra 
toppings as desired. 

Recipe
Simple toshikoshi soba
Serves 2

年越しそば

仏壇

晦日祓い

除夜の鐘

お守り

お焚き上げ所

toshikoshi soba

butsudan

misokapparai 

joya no kane 

omamori 

otakiagejyo

year-end soba New Year’s Eve bells

protective good luck 
charms from temples or 
shrines

a special burning place 
for good luck charms 
used in the past year

Buddhist family altar, 
where you pray to your 
ancestors

year-end purification 
ceremony
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Visitors can help with the ringing of the bell, 
and it usually takes a few hours, with 107 chimes 
during the old year and the final chime at the 
beginning of the New Year. Lots of neighborhood 
people join in and help to send the old year out 
with a gong of the bell.

While the bell ceremony is taking place, you 
can bring your temple omamori, or good luck 
charms and protection amulets, that you might 
have gotten during the year, to the temple’s 
burning place called otakiagejyo. The charms are 
burned in a special fire, and thanks are offered to 
the charms for their protection over the past year. 

So if you spend your New Year’s Eve in Japan, 
you may find yourself in the cold winter dark 
approaching midnight, with your belly full of 
noodles and your ears full of the solemn sound 
of the temple bell. Listen to the worldly cares of 
the last year melt away with each bell toll, and 
watch the events of the last year curl up on wisps 
of smoke and fly away as the sacred good luck 
charms take to the air. Reflect on the last year and 
get ready to say farewell. A fresh and clean new 
year is starting.  
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T
HE United Nations estimates 
that the Earth’s population will 
increase by over three billion by 
the year 2050 – an increase that 

is expected to place significant strain on 
existing freshwater supplies.

Seawater desalination may be used 
to meet these future human needs. To 
date, most large desalination plants 
have operated through multi-stage flash 
distillation (MSF), where seawater is 
distilled by boiling it and collecting the 
condensed steam. However, seawater 
reverse osmosis (SWRO) is capable of 
converting a greater percentage of the 
input seawater into freshwater, and may 
represent the next step in desalination 
technology. 

“Japan has a lot of rainfall, so there 
is no domestic need for high-end water 
treatment plants,” explains water research 
veteran Dr. Masaru Kurihara, whose work 
with Toray Industries, Inc. has seen him 
involved in water treatment research 
since the 1970s. “So from the outset, our 
water research was aimed at countries 
such as Saudi Arabia and China, which 

need reliable fresh water supplies for their 
businesses and agriculture.”

Dr. Kurihara has witnessed first-hand 
Japan’s rise in the international water 
research field. By the 1980s, Japan had 
60-70% of the global share of MSF water 
treatment plants. But the emergence of 
the Republic of Korea as a manufacturer of 
MSF water treatment plants, with its lower 
exchange rate and cheaper production 
costs, ate away Japan’s share in total  
plant systems.

In SWRO, saltwater is forced through 
a membrane that allows only freshwater 
through, leaving the salt behind. Japan 
retains a strong hold of the SWRO 
membrane market – and it is the efficiency 
of the membrane that largely determines 
the viability of the SWRO process.  In 
2010, the Japanese government offered 
Dr. Kurihara ¥3.4 billion in funding to 
implement the Mega-ton Water System 
project, one of the 30 programs in the 
Funding Program for World-Leading 
Innovative R&D on Science and Technology 
(FIRST Program). The project sought 
to find methods of reducing the energy 
requirements and environmental impact of 
saltwater desalination through SWRO.

The Mega-ton 
Water System 
Seawater reverse osmosis 
may provide drinking water 
for the world

Dr. Masaru 
Kurihara
Fellow, Toray 
Industries, Inc.
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“To be more competitive, we need to 
create sustainable low-carbon desalination 
technologies that reduce the cost of 
operation. This will allow us to expand our 
client base to developing countries and 
urban coastal cities that need large-scale, 
low-cost desalination plants,” explains  
Dr. Kurihara.

Current desalination plants are capable 
of producing just under half a million cubic 
meters of water a day (m3/d). Dr. Kurihara 
has been using the government funds to 
create the world’s largest SWRO plant, 
capable of producing one million m3/d – a 
quantity roughly equal to one megaton  
in mass.

One important feature of the Mega-ton 
Water System is its use of low-pressure 
membranes. Thinner than conventional 
membranes, these low-pressure 
membranes have a wider surface area and 
narrower pores, requiring less pressure 
to desalinate seawater. According to Dr. 
Kurihara, lab samples have demonstrated a 
20-30% reduction in energy consumption. 

Another feature of the Mega-ton Water 
System is its use of pressure retarded osmosis 
(PRO) as an energy recovery device. PRO allows 
energy retrieval through the difference in salt 
concentration between saltwater and freshwater. 
Dr. Kurihara’s team found that using PRO also 
reduced the salt content of the concentrated 
discharge, resulting in a smaller marine 
environmental impact. 

The team also reduced waste output by 
integrating discharged brine water from its first 
stage SWRO plants into a second stage reverse 
osmosis, resulting in an increased input-to-output 
efficiency. The Mega-ton Water System enabled 
65% of input seawater to be converted into 
drinking water, compared to conventional rates of 
40-45%, while also resulting in a 20% reduction in 
energy consumption overall. 

As the project now wraps up, Dr. Kurihara wants 
to do pilot tests on a smaller version of the system 
to confirm its low cost and low environmental 
impact. When the system is ready for commercial 
production, Japan will be able to offer a cheaper, 
more efficient water supply system to meet the 
needs of a growing world.  

Mega-ton Water System reverse osmosis membrane module



L
ET’s  imagine that one evening you decide 
to go for some nice sushi in an exclusive 
restaurant in Ginza. The prices are very 
high, but the quality of the food is too. You 

enter the premises, and the chef comes and asks, 
“What will it be?” And that’s when you notice that he 
is a blue-eyed, blonde foreigner. Well… if the guy is 
working there, he has to be good. Would you call the 
manager and ask for a Japanese replacement?

Top 
 of the 
  Shelf

Mototsugu Hayashi

Now let’s imagine the same, but in Italy. You 
are in a very prestigious restaurant in Tuscany or 
Milan, and the sommelier comes to advise you 
on the best wines for the food you ordered. Not 
two words are exchanged before you notice that 
the sommelier isn’t Italian – or even French – but 
Japanese!

Mototsugu Hayashi knows very well how 
difficult this situation can be. Even after being 

LUCA MAJERO
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declared ‘Sommelier of the Year’ by  Le Guide 
de l’Espresso in 2010, and again by the Italian 
Sommelier Association (AIS) in 2012, as well 
as working in some of the most prestigious 
restaurants in Italy, there are still customers 
who ask for “an Italian sommelier.”

Hayashi is philosophical about it: “Living 
outside one’s own country is difficult. It’s not 
just the language – everything is different. 

But if you don’t go out there, it’s impossible to make 
comparisons. You will never know what’s good about 
your own country, and what needs to be changed. 
The next generations need this – they need to do 
this. I love Japan, but if young Japanese people don’t 
go out there, they won’t know who they are. And 
while Italy is not as simple to live in as Japan, there 
is beauty everywhere. There are so many UNESCO 
World Heritage Sites in Italy. But the important issue 
is: why? What kind of culture created this? What 
kind of people created this? Japanese people need to 
understand these things... 

“Out in the world, you need to know how to 
relate to people. And in the service industry, what 
customers feel and think comes out. Relationships 
are as important as the food we serve.” After 13 years 
in Italy, Hayashi is someone who understands this 
very well.

Born in Nagoya in 1975, Hayashi grew up with an 
image of Italian and French cooking as something 
prestigious, and a little bit too expensive for a high 
school kid, and nothing more. While he gave little 
thought to haute cuisine, a one-month homestay in 
Vancouver gave him the travel-the-world bug, and a 
part-time job at an Italian restaurant in Nagoya gave 
him enough money to reach his next objective – a 
move to Italy.

For Hayashi, the world of gastronomy was just  
a ticket to experiencing life abroad. But an encounter 
with Etsuro Kotani, the first Japanese sommelier to 
become famous in Italy, moved him in the direction 
of wines. “In the beginning, I couldn’t understand 
why in certain places there was a bigger menu for the 
wines than there was for the food. Discovering the 
reason behind it was fascinating. After meeting with 
Kotani, I decided that I wanted to become as good as 
he was.” And he did.

Hayashi’s impressive curriculum vitae now 
includes many famous restaurants in Milan, Rome 
and Tuscany, and he owns a company that exports 
high-end wines into the Japanese market. “After 
many years in Italy, I am showing that even a 
foreigner can be good at this,” he says. And the 
clientele in his restaurants can taste the proof.  
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VIVIAN MORELLI

K
AGAWA may be the 
smallest prefecture 
in all of Japan, but 
don’t let its size fool 

you; not only does it offer the 
best udon in the country, but 
it also boasts unique art and 
temples.

In order to view the 
picturesque shrine, 
Konpirasan, visitors must 
climb a total of 785 steep 
steps on Mount Zozu, located 
in the town of Kotohira. The 
journey starts with a path 
lined with stalls selling 
everything from souvenirs 
to handmade sweets. As you 
advance higher, the climb 

offers a spectacular view 
of the surroundings: lush 
vegetation, high mountain 
peaks, and the town lying at 
the foot of the hill. Although 
the main shrine isn’t part 
of the famous 88-temple 
pilgrimage, it attracts a large 
number of people, both 
tourists and local residents, 
who enjoy the challenge 
of the hike as well as the 
breathtaking scenery. At 
Kyu-Konpira-Oshibai near 
this shrine, the Edo Period-
style kabuki performance, 
characterized by the use of 
natural light, takes place 
every spring. This is another 
aspect of Konpirasan that 
cannot be missed if you plan 
a trip to Kagawa. 

Islands and mountains 
embrace the arts

Udon is the quintessential 
food of Kagawa - not only 
can you feast on portions of 
the delicious dish on every 
corner of the streets, you 
can also learn how to make 
it. The Nakano Udon School 
specializes in teaching 
visitors how to make the dish 
from scratch. Udon noodles 
are made of three simple 
ingredients: wheat flour, water 
and salt. After mixing the 
calculated quantities using the 
hands, the mixture requires 
a lot of kneading, which can 
be tough to do. However, the 
enthusiastic and cheerful 
teachers have found a fun way 
to get through this stage; they 
get their students to dance 
during the kneading time. 

KAGAWA
Kagawa
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That’s right, students take off 
their shoes and step on the bag 
of dough to the soundtrack of 
pop tunes. Cutting the noodles 
is also tricky because they have 
to be rolled first; a good knife is 
in order. After boiling the udon 
for five minutes, it's best enjoyed 
with a broth (we loved the 
homemade one from the Nakano 
Udon School), or simply topped 
with an egg, soy sauce and some 
green onion.

Kagawa faces the Seto Inland 
Sea, which is dotted by a variety 
of large and small islands. A 
ferry ride away from the shore of 
Takamatsu, Naoshima is by far 
the most fascinating island in 
the area. Also known as the ‘art 
island,’ Naoshima is practically 
a museum in itself; the island 

is populated with museums, 
galleries, installations on the 
beach, as well as tasteful cafes 
and shops. The island is rather 
large, so the best way to see it is 
to rent a bicycle or take the local 
bus. It seems that most visitors 
really enjoy the island's iconic 
pumpkins, located on either 
side of the island. One is red, 
and the other is yellow and both 
have been created by a famous 
Japanese artist, Yayoi Kusama. 
They are the main attraction 
on the island, although the 
plethora of museums, narrow 
winding streets, and the 
gleaming  inland sea are the 
real stars.

A large number of ferries 
cover routes between 
Takamatsu and other islands 

of the Seto Inland Sea, though 
some do require a changeover on 
the way. In addition to a series 
of permanent exhibits, every 
three years, a major art festival 
called Setouchi Triennale offers a 
number of special art exhibits all 
over these islands. The Triennale 
attracts people from across 
Japan as well as an increasing 
number of international visitors. 
It’s definitely a one-of-a-kind 
concept in Japan.

To make it easier for tourists 
to visit Kagawa, LCC flights 
will begin flying directly from 
Narita to Kagawa starting this 
December.

Climb to new heights, practice 
a new skill and sail the seas in 
Kagawa Prefecture. You won’t be 
disappointed. 

“Red Pumpkin” Yayoi Kusama, 2006 
Naoshima Miyanoura Port Square
© DAISUKE AOCHI

KAGAWA
Kyu-Konpira-Oshibai

Sumiko Matsunaga gives instruction 
at the Nakano Udon SchoolSeto Inland Sea

Udon
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MIKE KANERT

F
ACING the ocean at 
Kyushu’s southern 
tip, Kagoshima has 
long formed the 

nexus of Japan’s interaction 
with other cultures. Even 
when the nation’s ports 
were closed during the 
Edo Period, Kagoshima 
maintained an independent 
link to the world through 
the Ryukyu Kingdom, now 
Okinawa. It was through 
Kagoshima that sweet 
potatoes took hold in Japan, 
while introduction of Western 
engineering precipitated the 
modernization of Japanese 
industry.

Located at the southern 
tip of the Satsuma Peninsula, 
Ibusuki City is a 95-minute 
bus ride south of Kagoshima 
Airport. The area is known for 
its natural sand baths, where 
guests put on a traditional 
yukata before being buried 
in black sand warmed by an 
underflow of hot spring water. 
The barefoot sand diggers, 
or suna-kake-san, carefully 
prepare a bed at 50 degrees 
Celsius, where 10 minutes 
of pressurized heat is said to 
ameliorate a variety  
of ailments. 

Sand-steamed eggs 
crown an Ibusuki specialty 
dubbed ontamaran-don 
- a combination of the 
expressions for ‘boiled egg’ 

Drawing on the Power of 
the Earth

(ontama) and ‘So good I can’t 
stand it’ (tamaran). At Aoba 
restaurant, a block north of 
Ibusuki Station, the sweet-
yolked eggs of ontamaran-don 
are supported by tomatoes, bean 
sprouts, okra and soft Berkshire 
pork (kurobuta), the iconic meat 
of Kagoshima Prefecture. 

Soil on the Satsuma 
Peninsula was considered 
infertile prior to the arrival 
of sweet potatoes. Toshiro 
Asechi is head of the distillery 
at Shiratsuyu Shuzo, which has 
been making imo-jochu (made 
by shochu) from the sweet 
root plants since 1730. “I think 
imo-jochu is synonymous with 
the history of Kagoshima,” he 
grins. “People here have a long 
tradition called ‘dareyame,’ in 

KAGOSHIMA
Sengan-en and Sakurajima
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which we relieve the exhaustion 
of the day with a drink of shochu. 
So we started making shochu 
using sweet potatoes that could be 
grown right here in Kagoshima.”

Less than an hour by train to 
the north, the prefectural capital 
of Kagoshima City peers out into 
Kinko Bay. From here you can see 
volcanic Sakurajima rising out of 
the water just two kilometers away.

Miya Hagihara works at Sengan-
en, Kagoshima City’s landmark 
historical garden villa. “Of course, 
in the past this was a place of 
residence for the lords,” she notes. 
And they chose this particular 
site because of its spectacular 
view of Sakurajima, appropriating 
the volcano as a massive piece of 
borrowed landscape that accents 
the sky with ash an average of 

two and a half times a day. “I 
see Sakurajima every day, but 
every day it has a very different 
appearance, changing from 
morning to noon to night. It 
even changes with the weather, 
sometimes appearing red, blue or 
green,” observes Ms. Hagihara.

The Sengan-en area also 
incorporates the Shuseikan 
historical site, central to the 
sites of Japan’s Meiji Industrial 
Revolution submitted for 
consideration as a World Heritage 
Site in 2015. While now a museum, 
in 1865, this simple structure 
stood at the heart of the first 
complex of Western-style factories 
in East Asia. 

With so much having entered 
Japan through Kagoshima, it’s a 
fantastic place to visit if you have 

any interest in Japanese history – 
or even if you just prefer to relax in 
a hot bed of sand before washing 
away the exhaustion of the day 
with some great food and a smooth 
cup of local liquor. 

KAGOSHIMA

Ontamaran-don at Aoba in 
Ibusuki

Kagoshima Airport hot spring footbath

Sakurajima seen from Sengan-enShiratsuyu Shuzo distillery

Imo-jochu at Shiratsuyu Shuzo

Kagoshima
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Yaki Kani
The Japanese sea is home to an array of 

delicious crabs such as zuwai gani (snow 
crab), ke gani (horsehair crab), and taraba 
gani (red-king crab). Since they are mostly 
caught in the autumn- winter time, winter 
is the season to enjoy crab dishes in Japan. 
Yaki Kani or grilled crab is one of the easiest 

dishes to cook at home. Various parts of the 
crab are grilled with its shell still intact. Once 
the shell starts to burn, it usually means the 
meat inside is cooked to just the right level. 
Squeeze some lemon or dip it in sudachi for a 
fresh taste. Try it with a cup of hot nihonshu 
this winter!

SEARCH our database for 
keywords that interest you 
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