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UNESCO’s World 
Heritage List recognizes 

nineteen of Japan’s 
cultural and natural 

properties, with “Sites of Japan’s 
Meiji Industrial Revolution: Iron 
and Steel, Shipbuilding and Coal 
Mining” becoming the most 
recent addition in July 2015. 
This month’s issue brings 
Japan’s rich and varied past to 
life through these sites—which 
genuinely reflect its traditions, 
culture and environment—
and the nation’s more subtle 
elements through examples of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage in 
Japan selected by UNESCO. 
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JAPAN-ITALY SUMMIT MEETING

STATEMENT BY PRIME MINISTER SHINZO ABE

On August 3, Prime Minister Abe held a 
summit meeting with H.E. Mr. Matteo 
Renzi, Prime Minister of the Italian 

Republic, at the Prime Minister’s Office.
In the summit’s opening remarks, Prime Minister 

Abe welcomed the visit to Japan by Prime Minister 
Renzi, who is a close friend of Prime Minister Abe, and 
congratulated him on the great success of the Milan 
Expo. Prime Minister Abe also noted that Japan would 
serve as the chair country of the G7 Summit next year 
and Italy would do so the year after that, and said 
that he intended to utilize this visit by Prime Minister 
Renzi and the 150th anniversary of the establishment 
of diplomatic relations between Japan and Italy next 

On August 14, Prime Minister Abe delivered a 
statement and held a press conference marking 
the seventieth anniversary of the end of the war. 

He said at the beginning of his address: “Politics must learn 
from history wisdom for the future. At this great juncture that 
marks the seventieth anniversary of the end of the war, I am 
of the belief that we must reflect upon the road to war, the 
path we have taken since it ended, and the era of the twentieth 
century. I think that based on the lessons drawn from such 
undertakings we must contemplate, and then lay out, the 
path Japan ought to take toward the future, and in the world. 
Politics, at the same time, must remain humble toward history. 
Political intentions, or diplomatic ones, should never be 
allowed to distort history. That is also my strong belief.”

year as opportunities for deepening Japan-Italy relations in a 
broad range of fields.

In response, Prime Minister Renzi stated that he was happy 
to be able to realize this visit to Japan, the goal of which was 
to strengthen the bilateral relationship, and hoped to visit 
Japan again on occasions such as the G7 next year and the 
2020 Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics. Furthermore, Prime 
Minister Renzi expressed gratitude for the attendance of 
Prime Minister Abe’s spouse to the Milan Expo, and he hoped 
Prime Minister Abe would also visit Italy.

The two leaders affirmed that they would coordinate and 
cooperate toward the success of the Ise-Shima Summit and 
the 150th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic 
relations between Japan and Italy next year.

Statement by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe: http://japan.kantei.go.jp/97_
abe/statement/201508/0814statement.htmlPrime Minister Abe holding the press conference

The Japan-Italy Summit MeetingPrime Minister Abe welcoming the Prime Minister of Italy
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JAPANESE 
WORLD HERITAGE

UNESCO added “Sites of Japan’s Meiji Industrial Revolution: Iron and Steel, 
Shipbuilding and Coal Mining” to its World Heritage List this year, bringing Japan’s 
total of registered cultural and natural properties to nineteen. The World Heritage 
Sites of Japan, which have evolved and accumulated traditions through this nation’s 
rich history, culture and natural environment, hold a unique and diverse appeal.

Our special feature this month will introduce some of the country’s most 
prominent sites from a variety of perspectives and offer a comprehensive portrait of 
Japan’s World Heritage Sites, as well as presenting examples of UNESCO’s Intangible 
Cultural Heritage.

Feature JAPANESE WORLD HERITAGE
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What are the unique features of 
Japanese World Heritage Sites? 

The UNESCO World Heritage Site 
system was originally devised with 
the protection of monuments of the 
Western world—such as vast palaces 
or cathedrals—in mind. By contrast, 
most of Japan’s cultural assets 
are small in scale and of wooden 
construction. At first glance, these 
seem frail and flimsy compared to 
their Western equivalents, but the 
way they have been designed to 
reduce environmental impact and are 
built to coexist with nature is of an 
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JAPAN’S WORLD HERITAGE SITES: 
A FEEL ALL THEIR OWN

Interview with Commissioner for 
Cultural Affairs 

Masanori Aoyagi
 KATSUMI YASUKURA

THE sites of Japan’s Meiji industrial revolution were 
recently added to the list of World Heritage Sites, 
bringing Japan’s total to nineteen. We spoke with 

Commissioner for Cultural Affairs Masanori Aoyagi, an 
art historian and former director general of the National 
Museum of Western Art, to learn about the rich and varied 
charms of these destinations and how Japan’s singular 
culture and climate brought them about.



exceedingly high standard seen nowhere else in the 
world.

For instance, at Horyu-ji temple in Nara, they 
have over time removed selected sections of the 
building that have rotted away and repaired them 
with new lumber. This process has continued 
up to today, bringing the edifice into the present 
and leading to its selection as a World Heritage 
Site. Something that can be said of all traditional 
Japanese wooden architecture in general is the way 
it incorporates the idea of using lumber from trees 
growing on the southern side for the building’s 
south side and from the north side of the plot for 
the building’s north side. This concept came out 
of the understanding that using lumber close to 
its point of origin achieves maximum resilience. 
This use of materials is born out of a Japanese 
philosophy of design, and is one of the elements 
that make Japan’s World Heritage Sites unique. We 
actively want to share this background and story of 
the design and ethos of Japanese architecture with 
the growing numbers of visitors to Japan.

A feature of Japan’s World Natural Heritage Sites 
is their sheer diversity. While Japan may seem 
like a small island nation when seen from abroad, 
it stretches three thousand kilometers north and 
south, with 68 percent of the country covered in 
greenery. This means we have four rich, distinctive 
seasons and an abundance of nature. This special 
climate created conditions for such varied sites 
as Shiretoko, Shirakami-Sanchi, the Ogasawara 
Islands, and Yakushima Island.

 
Of the sites you have visited yourself, which are 
the most memorable?

One would be Iwami Ginzan Silver Mine and Its 
Cultural Landscape in Shimane Prefecture. This 
mine produced a vast amount of silver during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, almost 
twenty percent of the world total. However, the 
mine was dug with techniques that preserved 
the original form of the mountain. This site is a 
testament to Japan’s unique ethos of living in 
tandem with nature.

The second is Hiraizumi: Temples, Gardens and 
Archaeological Sites Representing the Buddhist 
Pure Land. This was built in the twelfth century in 
Iwate Prefecture. In that far northeastern region 
removed from central Japan, there are temples 
and gardens that rival those seen in Japan’s old 
capitals, an architectural feat that speaks to the 
spread of a stable, uniform cultural style to all 
parts of Japan.

Please tell us about planned World Heritage Sites 
in Japan and their particular appeal.

One is Churches and Christian Sites in Nagasaki. 
Over a period of about four centuries—spanning 
a time when Christianity was both propagated 
and later forbidden—the unique architecture and 
traditions of this community developed a style of 
church that meshed with the undulating landscape 
of Nagasaki, creating unique vistas that are of 
extremely important cultural value. We expect 
to receive a decision on this site in the summer of 
2016.

One of our candidates for 2017 is Okinoshima 
Island and Related Sites in the Munakata Region, 
which we submitted in July this year. Of these, 
the site drawing the most attention is Okinoshima 
Island itself, which is located at a point about 
equidistant from Kyushu and Tsushima 
Island. From the fourth to ninth centuries AD, 
Okinoshima was the site of religious rituals 
designed to appeal for the safety and mutual 
success of exchanges with the mainland. In 
addition to the nearly eighty thousand artifacts 
uncovered here—nearly all of which are classed 
as National Treasures—this rare island site is also 
home to an accretion of deep religious sentiment 
and the history it has in turn created, such as the 
prohibition of women and restrictions on visitors 
to the island, which still remain in place today.

All of these sites developed over long stretches 
of time and through the handing down of Japan’s 
traditions. They grew in tandem with nature. In 
this way, they are heritage sites that are uniquely 
Japanese. 
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JAPAN’S NINETEEN UNESCO 
WORLD HERITAGE SITES

BUDDHIST MONUMENTS IN THE HORYU-JI 
AREA  Nara Prefecture  1993
Several of these forty-eight Buddhist 
monuments date from the late seventh to early 
eighth centuries, making them some of the 
oldest surviving wooden buildings in the world. 

HIMEJI-JO  Hyogo Prefecture  1993 
The castle keep compound consists of a primary 
tower and three smaller towers linked by roofed 
passageways, forming Japan’s only remaining 
example of castle towers in the renritsu 
(unified) style. 

YAKUSHIMA  Kagoshima Prefecture  1993
A mountainous island blessed with heavy 
rains and lofty peaks, Yakushima is home 
to an abundance of exceedingly rare forest 
vegetation, with a wealth of native plants and 
animals.

SHIRAKAMI-SANCHI  Aomori Prefecture, Akita 
Prefecture  1993
Hosting a diverse variety of flora and fauna, the area 
is exemplary of the forests of Siebold’s beech trees 
that flourished in East Asia immediately following 
the last ice age. 

In 1993, Horyu-ji, Himeji Castle, Shirakami Sanchi and Yakushima were registered as Japan’s first 
four UNESCO World Heritage sites—a list that has now expanded to include fifteen World Cultural 
Heritage sites and four World Natural Heritage sites.

Japan further boasts twenty-two items on UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage List, which aims 
to protect aspects of intangible culture such as traditional music, dance, theater and industrial arts.

HISTORIC MONUMENTS OF ANCIENT KYOTO
[KYOTO, UJI AND OHTSU CITIES]
  Kyoto Prefecture, Shiga Prefecture  1994
From its foundation by Emperor Kanmu in 794 AD, 
Kyoto flourished as the imperial capital of Japan for a 
thousand years. Kyoto overflows with shrines, temples 
and castles preserved to the modern day.

HISTORIC VILLAGES OF SHIRAKAWA-GO AND 
GOKAYAMA   Gifu Prefecture, Toyama Prefecture 

 1995
Built in a heavy snow belt without the use of nails, 
gassho-style houses are marked by steeply pitched 
thatched roofs designed to withstand deep snow 
accumulations. The interiors are divided into 
multiple levels for the rearing of silkworms. 

HIROSHIMA PEACE MEMORIAL [GENBAKU 
DOME]   Hiroshima Prefecture  1996
The ruin of the Hiroshima Prefectural Industrial 
Promotion Hall is preserved in the same destroyed state 
it had after the first atomic bomb detonated over the 
city of Hiroshima on August 6, 1945.

ITSUKUSHIMA SHINTO SHRINE
  Hiroshima Prefecture  1996 
Together with the surrounding sea and 
the primeval forests of nearby Mount 
Misen, the entire shrine complex has been 
registered as a World Heritage Site. 

HISTORIC MONUMENTS OF ANCIENT 
NARA   Nara Prefecture  1998
These monuments embody the cultural 
heritage of the Nara Period, during which 
the foundations of Japan as a nation were 
established. Architectural elements such 
as Todai-ji Temple and natural landscapes, 
including Kasugayama Primeval Forest, form 
a synergistic environment.

SHRINES AND TEMPLES OF NIKKO
  Tochigi Prefecture  1999
A grouping of majestic structures 
centered around Edo Period mausoleums, 
encompassed by Futarasan-jinja shrine, 
Toshogu shrine and Rinno-ji Temple, all 
located in the historic region of Mount Nikko.  

GUSUKU SITES AND RELATED 
PROPERTIES OF THE KINGDOM OF 
RYUKYU  Okinawa Prefecture  2000
This group of sites and monuments 
represents the unique distinctions of the 
Ryukyu region and culture, which prospered 
from the latter half of the fourteenth century 
to the end of the eighteenth century.
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INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

 2008
Nogaku Theatre
Ningyo Johruri Bunraku Puppet Theatre
Kabuki Theatre

 2009
Gagaku 
Ojiya-chijimi, Echigo-jofu: techniques of 
making ramie fabric in Uonuma region, Niigata 
Prefecture
Hitachi furyumono (Ibaraki Prefecture)
Yamahoko, the float ceremony of the Kyoto Gion 
festival (Kyoto Prefecture)
Koshikijima no toshidon (Kagoshima 
Prefecture)
Oku-noto no aenokoto (Ishikawa Prefecture)
Hayachine kagura (Iwate Prefecture)
Akiu no taue odori (Miyagi Prefecture)
Chakkirako (Kanagawa Prefecture)
Dainichido bugaku (Akita Prefecture)
Daimokutate (Nara Prefecture)
Traditional Ainu dance (Hokkaido) 

 2010
Kumiodori, traditional Okinawan musical theatre
Yuki-tsumugi, silk fabric production technique

 2011
Mibu no hana taue, ritual of transplanting rice 
in Mibu, Hiroshima
Sada Shin Noh, sacred dancing at Sada Shrine, 
Shimane

 2012
Nachi no dengaku, a traditional dance 
performed in the town of Nachi-Katsuura, 
Wakayama Prefecture

 2013
Washoku, traditional dietary cultures of the 
Japanese, notably for the celebration of New Year

 2014
Washi, craftsmanship of traditional Japanese 
handmade paper

SACRED SITES AND PILGRIMAGE ROUTES IN 
THE KII MOUNTAIN RANGE  Mie Prefecture, 
Nara Prefecture, Wakayama Prefecture  2004
Various schools of religion have long shaped the 
holy sites of Koyasan, Kumano Sanzan, Yoshino 
and Omine in the Kii Mountain Range. Along with 
their associated pilgrim roads, these sites have 
been carefully preserved.

SHIRETOKO  Hokkaido Prefecture  2005
Located on the Sea of Okhotsk, the sea’s 
topographical and geographical conditions make 
it the most southerly point in the world to see 
the seasonal formation of sea ice, making the 
Shiretoko Peninsula an outstanding example 
of an integrated ecosystem displaying the 
interrelationship between a terrestrial ecosystem 
and a contiguous marine ecosystem. 

THE IWAMI GINZAN SILVER MINE AND ITS 
CULTURAL LANDSCAPE  Shimane Prefecture  

 2007
The mine produced a vast amount of silver in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, triggering 
the mass production of gold and silver in Japan, 
strongly influencing the communications and 
exchange of goods between East and West. 

OGASAWARA ISLANDS   Tokyo Metropolis  2011
Despite their small size, these islands are home 
to a large number of endemic species, providing 
precious evidence of evolutionary adaptive 
radiation, particularly in snails and vascular plants.

HIRAIZUMI TEMPLES, GARDENS AND 
ARCHEOLOGICAL SITES REPRESENTING 
THE BUDDHIST PURE LAND  Iwate 
Prefecture  2011
Hiraizumi’s temples, gardens and remaining 
ruins were created with the aim of realizing 
the Buddhaksetra (Pure Land) in the real 
world, a concept based on the principles of 
Pure Land Buddhism, a school of thought 
that gained prominence among the Japanese 
schools of Buddhist belief. 

FUJISAN, SACRED PLACE AND SOURCE 
OF ARTISTIC INSPIRATION  Yamanashi 
Prefecture, Shizuoka Prefecture  2013
A sacred and solemn figure that is itself a 
subject of worship, Mount Fuji has been 
depicted in many works of art such as ukiyo-e 
paintings, its profound effect felt both 
domestically and abroad.

TOMIOKA SILK MILL AND RELATED SITES
  Gunma Prefecture  2014
This complex consists of four sites 
corresponding to the different stages in the 
production of raw silk: the first-ever silk mill 
in Japan (Tomioka Silk Mill), the prototype of 
modern sericulture farmhouses (Tajima Yahei 
Sericulture Farm), a sericulture educational 
facility (Takayama-sha Sericulture School), 
and a cold storage facility for silk-worm eggs 
(Arafune Cold Storage). 

SITES OF JAPAN’S MEIJI INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION: IRON AND STEEL, SHIPBUILDING 
AND COAL MINING
  Iwate Prefecture, Shizuoka Prefecture, 
Yamaguchi Prefecture, Fukuoka Prefecture, Saga 
Prefecture, Nagasaki Prefecture, Kumamoto 
Prefecture, Kagoshima Prefecture   2015
These sites bear testimony to the successful 
transfer of Western industrialization to a non-
Western nation. 
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AN UNPRECEDENTED 
MIRACLE OF 
INDUSTRIALIZATION
UNESCO has inscribed “Sites of Japan’s Meiji Industrial Revolution: 
Iron and Steel, Shipbuilding and Coal Mining” on the World Heritage 
List. Consisting of twenty-three component parts, they tell a story of 
uncommon historical value.

TAMI KAWASAKI

IN July 2015, the decision was 
made to inscribe the property 
on the World Heritage List, 

grouped under the appellation 
“Sites of Japan’s Meiji Industrial 
Revolution: Iron and Steel, 
Shipbuilding and Coal Mining.” 
The twenty-three component 
parts, which span eight prefectures 
and eleven cities, tell the tale of 
how Japan seized the initiative 
and adopted Western technology 
between the closing days of the 
Tokugawa Shogunate (the final 
years of the Edo Era, 1603-1867) 
and the Meiji Era (1868-1912), 
developing human resources, 
constructing modern industries, 
and becoming an industrialized 
nation. This property represents 
the first successful transfer of 
industrialization from the West 
to a non-Western nation and was 
evaluated as the outstanding 
universal value essential for a World 
Heritage designation.
The trajectory of Meiji industrial 
development

In only five decades, from the 
second half of the nineteenth 

century to the early years of 
the twentieth, Japan rapidly 
industrialized in the fields of 
shipbuilding, iron and steel 
manufacturing and coal mining, 
industries that would become keys 
to the country’s economy. Among 
historians, this transition is known 
as a miracle of industrialization 
unprecedented in history. As 
opposed to developments that 
relied on foreign funding, Japan’s 
industrialization was fueled from 
within—the Japanese people 
energetically and proactively 
took it upon themselves to learn 
about Western technology. 
Their trial-and-error approach, 
which emphasized studying and 
researching Western industry and 
inviting Western engineers to Japan 
for guidance, was incorporated 
into Japan’s traditional culture. 
Through continuous practice and 
application, this approach laid the 
foundation for the Japanese system 
of industry. 

“The World Heritage registration 
effort spanned eight years, from 
its conception to the sites being 
added to the World Heritage List,” 
says Kengo Iwamoto, Counsellor 
of the Cabinet Secretariat of Japan 

from the Department of Industrial 
Heritage World Heritage Inscription 
and a central figure in the movement 
to have the sites recognized. “We 
were intent on having all twenty-
three component parts inscribed, 
because together they paint a picture 
and provide a chronological map of 
Japan’s industrial development.”
Meiji Japan’s technology and spirit 
live on 

The unique “chronological 
testimony” these heritage sites 
provide creates a matrix that reveals 
the progress of Japanese industry.

For example, one can sense 
how the high level of maritime 
technology at Miike Port, fostered by 
the Miike Coal Mine, dramatically 
accelerated the development of 
Japan’s contemporary transportation 
and shipping industries. The fact that 
Miike Port is a productive asset that 
is still in use today demonstrates that 
these sites are not relics but remain 
useful technology with great value. 

Iwamoto explains their merits: “As 
‘working industrial heritage sites,’ 
these sites have real authenticity. 
While one of the objectives of the 
World Heritage List is conservation, 
it’s performing the maintenance 
intrinsic to keeping these sites 
operational that allows us to conserve 
them for the future.”

The twenty-three component 
parts do not merely provide a 
technological ensemble; they offer 
snapshots of the ideas and knowledge 
flourishing in Japan during its 
industrialization. In particular, the 
Shokasonjuku Academy in Hagi, led 
by Yoshida Shoin, became a hotspot 
of overseas ideology in the Choshu 
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(Hagi) Clan, and produced many 
great statesmen and leaders of 
social change. The Shuseikan in 
Kagoshima was where Satsuma 
Clan lord Shimazu Nariakira 
enthusiastically studied Western 
ideas and consequently took a 
proactive approach to adopting 
Western industrial technology. 
The site reveals the larger story 
behind the rise of big business in 
Japan. The Former Glover House 
and Office was the workplace of 
Scottish merchant Thomas Glover, 
who made major contributions 

to Japan’s shipbuilding and coal 
industries, and served as a gathering 
place for those involved in the 
industrial science and technology 
of the day. Overseas ideas were 
combined with Japanese values that 
had a huge impact on the luminaries 
of the Meiji Era, who refined these 
concepts to create new value. It is 
this history that these sites embody 
and illustrate.
Preserving Japan’s roots as an 
industrial nation

A pillar of the World Heritage 
Sites project—and a key part of 

preservation efforts—is to 
share information about the 
sites with the world to promote 
understanding. Iwamoto says: 
“To properly communicate the 
value of these historic sites, it’s 
vital to provide more than just 
visual information. We also 
must promote understanding 
of the culture, history and heart 
of the people of Japan that 
constructed them.” He adds 
that there are plans to provide 
an improved website for global 
tourists and a 3D app that allows 
views of areas inaccessible to the 
general public. 

Discussions have been held 
with the owners of sites still 
in operation that are privately 
owned, where the owners have 
been asked to cooperate in site 
conservation. A buffer zone has 
also been established around 
each industrial site to regulate 
future use and to preserve the 
surrounding environment in the 
hopes of maintaining each site’s 
primary value.

“The industrial might that 
lay in the primary technologies 
of the day enabled Japan to 
reestablish itself after the 
devastation of two world wars, 
and became the very foundation 
of contribution to Japanese 
society,” Iwamoto explains. 
“The Meiji industrial heritage 
sites are the birthplaces of 
Japan’s technological strength 
and as an industrial nation. It is 
essential that we conserve the 
sites themselves and the great 
value they represent.”
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KAGOSHIMA
2-1 Shuseikan
2-2 Terayama Charcoal Kiln
2-3 Sekiyoshi Sluice Gate of 
Yoshino Leat

HAGI
1-1 Hagi Reverberatory Furnace 
1-2 Ebisugahana Shipyard
1-3 Ohitayama Tatara Iron Works
1-4 Hagi Castle Town
1-5 Shokasonjuku Academy

KAGOSHIMA
2-1 Shuseikan
2-3 Sekiyoshi Sluice Gate of Yoshino Leat

SAGA
5 Mietsu Naval Dock

NAGASAKI
6-1 Kosuge Slip Dock

NAGASAKI
6-8 Glover House and 
Office

NAGASAKI
6-6 Takashima Coal Mine

NAGASAKI
6-7 Hashima Coal Mine

MIIKE
7-1 Miike Coal Mine 
and Miike Port

MIIKE
7-2 Misumi West Port

NIRAYAMA
3 Nirayama Reverberatory 
Furnaces

YAWATA
8-1 Imperial Steel Works, 
Japan
8-2 Onga River Pumping 
Station

NAGASAKI
Mitsubishi
• 6-2 No.3 Dry Dock
• 6-3 Giant Cantilever Crane
• 6-4 Former Pattern Shop
• 6-5 Senshokaku Guest  
   House

KAMAISHI
4 Hashino Iron Mining and 
Smelting Site

TRIAL-AND-ERROR 
EXPERIMENTATION

Direct Importation 
of Western 

Technology

Full-blown 
Industrialization



The Hagi (Choshu) Clan and its surrounding 
communities challenged themselves 
to adopt Western technology and were 
formative locations for Japan’s industrial 
culture. Their spirit and unique qualities are 
preserved at this heritage site. 

This site became one of the ideological 
birthplaces of Japan’s modernization.

Satsuma lord Shimazu Nariakira launched the 
Shuseikan project in response to challenges from 
the major Western powers in the closing days of 
the Tokugawa Shogunate. The site is preserved 
to tell the story of Satsuma’s attempts to build a 
reverberatory furnace and the surrounding trial-
and-error experimentation.

The site of the kiln that created the charcoal 
used to fuel the Shuseikan project.

The sluice that supplied water to power the 
Shuseikan project.

Information on Western technology and 
traditional Japanese construction techniques 
were combined to construct these furnaces, 
which were used to produce cannons for coastal 
defense in the face of antagonism by Western 
powers.

In the closing days of the Edo Era, the Saga 
Clan established the Mietsu Naval Dock for 
coastal defense. 

2 - 3

2 - 2

1 - 4

1 - 5

2 - 1

Kamaishi was one of a small number of areas 
where iron ore was mined in Japan. The first iron 
to be successfully produced using a blast furnace 
in Japan originated from this site. 

KAMAISHI
IWATE PREFECTURE

NIRAYAMA
SHIZUOKA PREFECTURE

KAGOSHIMA
KAGOSHIMA PREFECTURE

HAGI 
YAMAGUCHI PREFECTURE

SAGA 
SAGA PREFECTURE

4
3

2

5

1
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THE TWENTY-THREE COMPONENT PARTS

The Hagi (Choshu) Clan challenged itself to 
build a reverberatory furnace on its own using 
information on Western technology. The 
furnace tells a valuable story of trial-and-error 
experimentation.

At the request of the shogunate, the Hagi 
(Choshu) Clan—which controlled several 
locations vital to Japan’s coastal defense—
studied Western technology and built ships for 
naval defense at Ebisugahana Shipyard based on 
a proposal from statesman Kido Takayoshi.

Remains of the facilities that supplied nails for 
wooden ships and other metal items to Ebisugahana 
Shipyard using Japan’s traditional bellows-operated 
(tatara) iron manufacturing method.

1 - 3

1 - 2

1 - 1

HAGI REVERBERATORY FURNACE

SHOKASONJUKU ACADEMY

SHUSEIKAN

TERAYAMA CHARCOAL KILN

SEKIYOSHI SLUICE GATE OF YOSHINO LEAT

NIRAYAMA REVERBERATORY FURNACES

HASHINO IRON MINING AND SMELTING SITE

MIETSU NAVAL DOCK

EBISUGAHANA SHIPYARD HAGI CASTLE TOWN

OHITAYAMA TATARA IRON WORKS



Miike Coal Mine is now closed, but traces of the 
private railroad connecting the mine’s main pits, 
Miyanohara and Manda, with the Miike Port 
remain. 

Designed by Dutch engineer A. Rouwenhorst 
Mulder, this port was constructed with 
government subsidies and became one of the Meiji 
Era’s three biggest harbor construction projects.

7 - 2

Japan’s first Western-style slipway, equipped 
with a steam-powered winch, is still in 
existence today. In 1869, this ship repair facility 
was established at Nagasaki Port through 
a collaboration between Scottish merchant 
Thomas Glover and the Satsuma Clan.

This dry dock, constructed from 1901 to 1905, 
was used to repair large ships built during 
Mitsubishi’s limited-partnership era.

This was Japan’s first electric crane, constructed 
in 1909 during Mitsubishi’s limited-partnership 
era in conjunction with the electrification of the 
shipyard.

Built in 1898 to produce wooden patterns for 
castings, this pattern shop was constructed 
during Mitsubishi’s limited-partnership era in 
response to the increased demand in Japan for 
cast-metal goods.

Overlooking the third dock from the hillside, this 
Western-style, two-story wooden house was built 
during Mitsubishi’s limited-partnership era in the 
formative years of Japan’s shipbuilding industry. 
Although completed in 1904 as the residence of 
Heigoro Shoda, head of Nagasaki Shipyard, it 
was used as a reception hall rather than a private 
home. 

Hashima Coal Mine was an island coal mine 
developed using technology from Takashima 
Coal Mine.

The base of operations for Scottish 
merchant Thomas Glover, who assisted in 
Japan’s industrialization.

From the closing days of the Tokugawa Shogunate 
to the Meiji Era, the demand for coal in Japan 
increased greatly, needed to power Western 
machinery. On Takashima Island off the coast of 
Nagasaki, the Saga Clan, together with Scottish 
merchant Thomas Glover, developed a coal mine. 

6 - 6

6 - 7

6 - 8

6 - 5

6 - 1

6 - 4

6 - 3

6 - 2

YAWATA 
FUKUOKA PREFECTURE

MIIKE
FUKUOKA PREFECTURE, 
KUMAMOTO PREFECTURE

NAGASAKI
NAGASAKI PREFECTURE

The first head office of the steel works is in 
a symmetrical edifice rendered in red brick 
with a dome at its center. The German firm 
Gutehoffnungshütte Co. (GHH) designed and 
provided the steel frame for the steel works’ 
repair shop, where machinery was repaired 
and components manufactured for the steel 
works. The repair shop has been in continuous 
operation for over 110 years. GHH also 
designed and provided the steel frame for the 
former forge shop, which manufactured the 
products needed to construct the steel works.

A pumping facility that transported water 
from the mouth of the Onga River to the 
Imperial Steel Works about ten kilometers 
away. The facility is still operational today.

8 - 2

8 - 1
8

7

6

7 - 1
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KOSUGE SLIP DOCK

HASHIMA COAL MINE

GLOVER HOUSE AND OFFICE

THE IMPERIAL STEEL WORKS, JAPAN

ONGA RIVER PUMPING STATION

TAKASHIMA COAL MINE

MIIKE COAL MINE AND MIIKE PORT

MISUMI WEST PORT

MITSUBISHI NO. 3 DRY DOCK

MITSUBISHI GIANT CANTILEVER CRANE

MITSUBISHI FORMER PATTERN SHOP

MITSUBISHI SENSHOKAKU GUEST HOUSE



A CASTLE 
REBORN

Himeji Castle is an aesthetically refined specimen 
of Japanese wooden fortress construction, unique 
in the world. In March 2015, it completed its 
first major renovation in fifty years, reborn in 
resplendent white, like a beautiful heron.

TOMOKO NISHIKAWA

IN 1993, Himeji Castle was among the first 
landmarks in Japan to be registered as a World 
Heritage Site. The daimyo (feudal lord) Ikeda 

Terumasa built the majority of the structures within 
and around it—including the castle tower—between 
1601 and 1609. In 1618, daimyo Honda Tadamasa 
constructed Nishinomaru Garden on Sagiyama, 
which gave the castle the form it exhibits today. The 
edifice is notable for the unique white plaster that 
covers all its external surfaces. Because the fortress 
resembles a white heron spreading its wings to the 
sky, it is also known as “White Heron Castle.”

Of note are the roofed passages that link the 
five-tiered, six-story main keep and the three 

subsidiary keeps. Beautiful, decorative roof elements 
like triangular “plover” bargeboards and wing-
like undulating bargeboards can be seen layered 
throughout. The deliberately strategic construction 
is also of interest, such as the labyrinthine interior, 
the peepholes cut out in the turrets and plaster walls, 
embrasures (through which stones could be hurled 
or arrows and firearms shot at oncoming enemies 
climbing the stone walls), and small gates that 
resemble secret passages.

 Himeji Castle never faced an actual battle, nor 
was it damaged during World War Two, so it is the 
most complete and unaltered surviving castle in 
Japan. The castle has eight structures designated as 
National Treasures, and seventy-four designated as 
Important Cultural Properties.
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In 2009, to ensure that this irreplaceable World 
Heritage Site would retain its beautiful form for 
the next generation, the Himeji Castle Tower 
Preservation and Restoration Project was begun—
the first large-scale overhaul in fifty years. The 
façade was replastered, the roof retiled, and other 
restorations made in what would become a project 
spanning just short of six years. Total costs reached 
¥2.33 billion, and 33,000 people worked on the 
project (including preliminary construction). Of the 
approximately 75,000 roof tiles on the castle keep, 
16,000 were replaced.

 The process began with the construction of a 
temporary platform to serve as a runway for the 
materials and heavy machinery as well as a place to 
work. Of the sixty-nine months that the repairs were 
under way, thirty-two went to creating this platform, 
which was 37.6 meters tall, 66 meters long, and 10 
meters wide. In spite of its gargantuan size, not a 
single post was put into the ground. 

“Himeji Castle is a heritage property of Japan, 
with numerous archaeological remains on the 
site, so we cannot recklessly tear up the ground,” 
says Masaharu Kobayashi of the Himeji City Hall 
Education Committee, Continuing Education 
Division, Cultural Properties Group. “We put tarps 
over the ground and built a concrete foundation 
on top of them, then built the steel frame up from 
there.” After this platform was completed, they built 
scaffolding around the main tower, and it was only 
then that work on the structure itself finally began.

During the repairs, the eight-story scaffolding, 
named the “White Heron of the Sky,” was opened 
to the public, allowing visitors to tour the interior. 
There had never been a continuous public opening of 
a cultural property under repair like this before, not 
even in Japan. Over the two years and ten months 
the scaffolding was in place, 1.84 million people 
visited. 

“We wanted people to take an interest in and 
develop an affinity for these cultural assets, so we 
opened the repair process to the public,” Kobayashi 
says. “Some of the artisans were apprehensive about 
being watched while working, but as more and more 

visitors came, they developed a growing pride in 
their work.”

 The next major repairs for the main keep will be 
made in fifty years’ time. However, to ensure that 
the traditional techniques and materials are not lost, 
artisans are scheduled to make smaller repairs to the 
other towers, walkways and surrounding elements 
each year.

 Himeji Castle has thus been restored to the 
glorious white of its original construction. With the 
repairs complete, two million visitors are expected 
to visit the castle this year. Visitors from abroad 
are on the rise each year, so the site has deployed 
foreign-language volunteers and a smartphone-
based augmented-reality app. They are sure to enjoy 
the striking color contrast created by the newly 
resplendent facade, such as one thousand blooming 
pink cherry trees in the spring and the castle tower 
bathed in the orange glow of the setting sun. 

Looking down into the castle grounds

Two million visitors are expected to visit the castle during 2015
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A Swiss native turned Buddhist monk in Koyasan—part of 
a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage string of sacred sites 
and pilgrimage routes—illuminates the path for foreign 
visitors. 

THE Kii Mountains of Nara, Wakayama 
and Mie prefectures are home to three 
sacred sites connected by a network 

of pilgrimage routes: Yoshino/Omine, 
Kumano Sanzan, and Koyasan. With over 
a thousand years of history and a unique 
fusion of Buddhist and Shinto beliefs, certain 
structures within these sites and sections of 
the trails that link them received UNESCO 
World Cultural Heritage status in 2004 as the 
“Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in the Kii 
Mountain Range.”

Koyasan is nestled amidst the peaks of 
eight mountains in Wakayama Prefecture. 
Kukai, the monk who founded the Shingon 
school of Buddhism, established the religious 
town in 816 AD, making 2015 a special 
year that commemorates the 1200-year 
anniversary of Koyasan’s founding.

Shingon monks wearing colorful robes 
and traditional wooden sandals stride 
purposefully around the grounds of the 
Danjogaran, Kongobuji temple—which serves 

HIGHER 
PATHS, 
DEEPER 
THOUGHTS

NOAM KATZ

1
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1 Danjogaran, a central feature of Koyasan
2 Kurt Kubli Genso became a Buddhist priest eighteen years ago
3 The forested path to Okunoin, where Kukai is interred
4 Genso regularly assists tourists visiting Koyasan

as the Shingon School’s headquarters—as well as 
on the forested path to the Okunoin, where Kukai 
now rests. One monk, with a distinctly Caucasian 
face, can be seen around town chatting with locals 
and Japanese and foreign tourists alike in German, 
French, English and Italian as well as Japanese. This 
polyglot is Kurt Kubli Genso, a Swiss native who came 
to Koyasan eighteen years ago and became a Buddhist 
priest.

In addition to pursuing his own religious studies 
and providing assistance to charities, Genso spends 
a lot of time helping Westerners visiting Koyasan, 
explaining historical sites. He also gives talks 
about Koyasan both in Japan and abroad. In 2008, 
the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport 
and Tourism appointed Genso a Yokoso Japan 
Ambassador for his contributions, an accolade that he 
jokingly refers to as being “a PR monk.”

Unlike World Heritage Sites that show visitors of 
times past, Genso describes the parts of Koyasan 
recognized by UNESCO as “living” cultural assets. 

“Koyasan is not simply a monument,” he says, 
explaining that while its roots are ancient, fires have 
ravaged many of its temples over the past twelve 
centuries. Those that survive are reconstructions. 
(Indeed, only around a hundred temples remain in 
the town compared to the over 1,865 that existed in 
1644.) Genso compares Koyasan to “a stage where 
things are constantly happening.” Early morning 
rituals are observed daily throughout the temples, 
while traditional events are conducted regularly 
throughout the year at Kongobuji, Danjogaran and 
Okunoin.

“In Koyasan, there is harmony between 
architecture and nature,” Genso states, gesturing 
toward wooden temples with moss-covered roofs as 
birds and higurashi cicadas serenade from above in 
the branches of towering green cryptomeria trees. 
The rich visual landscape of nature and historical 
structures complements an aural landscape in which 
the sounds of monks chanting are punctuated by the 
deep tolling of temple bells at certain hours.

The temple where Genso lives, Muryokoin, is one 
of approximately fifty temples in the area that offer 

shukubo lodging. Here visitors can stay overnight in 
the temple, eat shojin ryori—the traditional vegetarian 
cuisine of Buddhist monks—and participate in 
morning religious services. Genso believes that this 
chance to immerse oneself in Japanese culture and 
experience the spirituality of Koyasan is part of its 
increasing popularity among foreign tourists. In 
2004, Koyasan was receiving about four thousand 
foreign visitors per year. Genso estimates it attracts 
ten times that number now.

“This is one of a few spiritual places in the world,” 
Genso declares. “The heart is changed. People come 
as tourists, but leave as pilgrims.” He is confident that 
both Japanese and foreigners alike can experience 
something unique in Koyasan. 
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Built to withstand and even take advantage 
of their environment, the singular structures 
known as gassho-zukuri can only be found in 
two villages in Japan. 

NOAM KATZ

TRAVELERS standing on the hill looking out 
over the mountain village of Shirakawa-go 
in Gifu Prefecture seem to scarcely believe 

the view unfolding before their eyes. Traditional 
farmhouses with thick thatched roofs surrounded by 
green rice fields in a narrow mountain valley evoke a 
scene not of 2015 but rather from some two centuries 
past. These unique and historic homes, which gained 
UNESCO World Cultural Heritage status in 1995, 
can be found only here and in neighboring Toyama 
Prefecture’s village of Gokayama. 

Known as gassho-zukuri, since the steep angle 
of their roofs resemble hands folded in prayer, 
these structures were carefully designed to match 
their environment. Masahito Wada, curator of the 
gassho-zukuri Wada House, explains to visitors how 
the triangular roof deflects the heavy Japan Alps 
snowfall, its sides slanting east and west, maximizing 
sun exposure to melt off snow buildup. Moreover, the 
windows face south and north to take advantage of 
cool northerly winds in the summertime. The roofs 
themselves, built entirely without nails, are flexible 
and resistant to earthquakes and heavy winds.

Gassho-zukuri have served as more than homes for 
the villagers. The upper floors were used early on to 
cultivate silkworms to support Japan’s boom in the 
silk trade during the 1800s. 

“We’re not really sure which came first, 
the gassho-zukuri style or the cultivation of 
silkworms,” explains Toshiki Mishima, who 
operates the Tajima House Museum of Silk 
Culture, where visitors can see living silkworms 
at work and touch the cocoons they spin.

This enchanting village offers visitors the 
chance to do more than simply stroll around 
and take photos. Instead of being a theme park 
of antique homes on display, Shirakawa-go is 
a living, working community, and tourists can 
stay overnight in several gassho-zukuri homes 
hundred of years old. Kyoko Kimura, who 
operates the 210-year old Furusato Minshuku 
farmhouse, tells how some of her guests are 
surprised to learn that she also sleeps in the 
house. “Sometimes they ask me where I sleep, but 
I don’t tell them exactly where,” she jokes.

As Kimura spoke, two guests from Thailand 
were checking out and preparing to move on to 
their next destination. Supasin Laysiriroj said he 
had already visited Japan twenty times, but that 

SPENDING 
A NIGHT IN 
HISTORY
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1 Looking out over Shirakawa-go and its singular gassho-
zukuri dwellings

2 The construction of gassho-zukuri houses takes advantage 
of the environment 

3 A Shirakawa-go specialty: soba (buckwheat) noodles
4 A peaceful evening in Shirakawa-go

1

this was his first chance to stay in Shirakawa-go. “We 
were looking for the traditional Japanese lifestyle, so 
we chose to stay in this kind of accommodation. You 
can’t find this kind of lifestyle in Tokyo,” he explains.

Even the meals available inside these unique 
lodgings are local, a point that Tomoyuki Murata of the 
Shirakawa-go Tourist Association considers special. 
“The food uses nearly all local ingredients,” he says. 

Depending on the time of day, and of course the 
season, visitors may find Shirakawa-go specialties 
such as hoba miso (fermented soybean paste grilled 
on magnolia leaves), soba (buckwheat) noodles and 
freshwater fish called iwana (char) on their tray. In 
particular, Murata recommends a kind of hard tofu 
called ishi-dofu that is unique to Shirakawa-go and 
Gokayama.

Murata says that while visitors to this region have 
ample choices for accommodation in other cities, those 
staying at the gassho-zukuri can relax and truly feel 
at home. He adds that lodging inside a World Heritage 
Site like these farmhouses is a unique opportunity for 
“those that want to see culture taking shape.” 

2

3

4
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An English teacher brings people of different 
nationalities together through some intensive, hands-
on appreciation of traditional Japanese food culture, 
leading them into the world of Japan's Intangible 
Cultural Heritage.

MICHAEL KANERT

FLANKED by bookshelves in what was once 
a small private library in Tokyo’s Jimbocho 
district, Ayuko Akiyama addresses the small 

group seated at the long table before her:
“Wa means Japanese. Shoku means food.”
Most of her guests aren’t aware that the entry 

“Washoku, traditional dietary cultures of the Japanese” 
was added to the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage 
list in 2013, much less that washoku was recognized 

WASHOKU 
FOR THE 
WORLD

for its longstanding role in strengthening social 
cohesion and providing the Japanese people with a 
sense of identity. “I think most of the people simply 
love Japanese food, and don’t care about such 
things,” Akiyama states. 

Ranked among online site TripAdvisor’s top three 
Tokyo cooking classes, Akiyama’s Buddha Bellies 
classroom received the TripAdvisor Certificate of 
Excellence for its consistently outstanding reviews. 
While she also offers classes in sushi, udon noodles 
and bento lunch boxes—as well as a four-hour sushi 
and sashimi cutting course in the cooler months—
today three tourists from Sweden, two from Ireland, 
one from Germany and a Korean woman living in 
Hokkaido have assembled for a two-hour immersion 
course in washoku. 

This isn’t Akiyama’s only job. A licensed teacher 
with a background in English literature, she also 
teaches English part-time at Kaisei Junior & Senior 
High School in northeastern Tokyo. “I like teaching 
and I love cooking,” Akiyama explains. 

Her interests led her to study multicourse kaiseki 
cuisine at the Yanagihara School of Traditional 
Japanese Cuisine, after which she received her 
certification as a professional sushi instructor from 
the Japan Sushi Instructors Association. 

1
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Around September 2012, Akiyama formed a 
cooking class she dubbed Buddha Bellies. “It’s not 
meant to have a really serious meaning,” she says 
of the name. “It’s just something people can easily 
recognize as an image of Japan. I wanted people 
to come here and, through food and by gathering 
around the table with people of many different 
nationalities, make their bellies happy and big—so 
happy Buddha bellies is the concept.”

Her hands-on, multisensory lessons reveal 
the clear hallmarks of a seasoned teacher. Key 
ingredients are passed around for inspection before 
the students prepare a salad of vinegared seaweed 
and cucumber. They mix their own teriyaki sauce 
from sweet cooking rice wine, sake and soy sauce, 
and they learn first-hand the delicate art of adding 
vinegar to rice and cooling it with uchiwa fans to 
ensure the final mixture won’t fall apart when 
formed for sushi.  

“It’s really interesting to have somebody who 
knows the culture and who can explain a bit more 
about why you do certain things,” says Tobias 
Karlsson of Sweden, who joined the class as part of 
his two-week holiday. 

At the end of two hours, having rolled and cut 
sushi, fried their own cod (or tofu for vegetarians) 

and made miso soup from scratch, the seven 
participants have gained a personal understanding of 
the ichiju-sansai structure of a traditional Japanese 
meal. “Ichi is one, and ju means soup,” Akiyama 
explains. “And sansai: san is three, and sai is dishes. 
So three dishes.” The students then learn to position 
their plates with the rice on the left-hand side, after 
which Akiyama shows them good form for placing their 
chopsticks when they’re done.

While she hosts roughly 1,300 such students per 
year, Akiyama tries to allow no more than eight in each 
class so she can adapt to their needs. “I didn’t create 
this business to make money,” she says. “I just wanted 
people to know about my culture.” 

Akiyama’s philosophy is based on the Japanese 
saying Onaji kama no meshi wo kuu: We all eat from 
the same pot. Bringing people of many different 
nationalities together to share a common experience 
through Japanese cuisine, she says, “is kind of like 
scattering seeds for global peace.” 

1 Fresh produce ready for preparation
2 Knives and cutting boards await hands
3 Akiyama keeps her groups small and the interaction lively
4 Students making maki-zushi (rolled sushi)
5 Frying up some pieces of cod
6 The final delicious product: a traditional Japanese meal

SEPTEMBER 2015 | 21

2 3

5 6



| highlighting japan22

SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGYSeries

W
HEN providing care for 
patients suffering from 
dementia, either at home 
or in eldercare facilities, 

several risks are present: while the 
caregiver is away, a patient may fall out of 
bed or leave the bed without assistance, 
which might lead to the patient wandering 
or falling down while walking. It is thus 
vital to have the capability to monitor a 
patient’s condition in bed, particularly since 
falling out of bed may cause injuries such 
as broken bones or head wounds, which 
could even result in the patient becoming 
permanently bedridden.

Ideaquest Inc., a venture firm originating 
from Keio University, has developed and 
begun marketing a system called Owlsight, 
which offers noncontact, noninvasive and 
nonconstraining bedside monitoring of 
patients with dementia, using artificial 
intelligence and infrared sensors to detect 
dangerous situations and alert caregivers 
of potential danger. In addition to detecting 
large posture changes by patients such 
as sitting, standing or leaning against 

the handrail, as well as falling off the bed 
and other hazardous situations, Owlsight 
can also sense minute movements such as 
the rising and falling of the chest during 
breathing, thereby enabling staff to quickly 
respond to situations where a patient has 
fallen down or his or her body has become 
completely motionless. 

While videocameras are still occasionally 
used to monitor the condition of patients, 
that raises the issue of patient privacy, and 
such systems require additional personnel 
to constantly monitor the camera feed to 
detect unsafe situations. While Owlsight is 
equipped with CCD cameras, the cameras 
do not capture a video image of the patient, 
nor even the patient’s silhouette. Rather, the 
two CCD cameras capture the light points of 
several thousand infrared beams projected 
from the system onto the bed, which 
change position according to the patient’s 
posture and movements. Owlsight can 
simultaneously detect both large and small 
movements made on the entire bed.

Using this collection of recorded light 
points, a 3D grid resembling a human form 

Thousands of 
Light-Points 
of Protection

Mitsuhiro 
Sakamoto
Ideaquest CEO

BIFUE USHIJIMA

Safeguarding the health of elderly patients suffering from dementia and risk-prone 
newborns is set to become much easier with the advent of a non-invasive bedside 
monitoring system called Owlsight.
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is reconstructed. An artificial intelligence system 
(neural network) judges whether the patient is 
exhibiting a safe posture or a dangerous one. If 
any changes occur, immediate alerts signifying 
“safe,” “verification required,” or “danger” are 
immediately transmitted to the caregiver, allowing 
a single caregiver to care for several patients 
at a time. Since patients do not sense that they 
are being watched, they can spend their time 
normally, without being conscious of the existence 
of the monitoring equipment.

“Generally speaking, in Europe, to protect 
patients’ privacy, it is forbidden to film them 
using cameras,” says Ideaquest CEO Mitsuhiro 
Sakamoto. “Even filming their outline or 
silhouette is often avoided or prohibited entirely. 
Owlsight equipment, on the other hand, is capable 
of monitoring an individual’s posture with the use 
of infrared light points without infringing on the 
patient’s privacy.” 

Sakamoto explains another of Owlsight’s 
merits. “Since infrared light-point information 
requires a remarkably lower volume of data 
compared to image data, backups can be 
maintained for longer periods of time, and can be 
conveniently transferred via smartphones as well.”

Ideaquest has started projects for installing a 
similar system in bathrooms and toilets to protect 
elderly persons living by themselves. “The majority 
of deaths of persons living alone happen during 
sleep, in the toilet or in the bath, as a result of 
a stroke or heart attack,” Sakamoto reports. “If 
detected early enough, however, it is possible to 
save their lives. By installing this system in these 
high-risk areas, I hope we can make it possible 
to alert someone immediately when a dangerous 
situation is spotted.” 

The system’s capability to sense even minute 
movements such as breathing has led to other 
developments, including diagnostic equipment 
to detect sleep apnea syndrome, equipment for 
diagnosing swallowing functions, and devices for 
gathering information on the breathing patterns of 
newborn infants. These systems have also attracted 
significant attention overseas, and some European 
and Asian countries are considering using them.

As an advanced nation experiencing a decreasing 
birthrate and aging population, the trends in Japan 
have attracted global interest. It is believed that this 
technology for protecting anyone from newborn 
infants to the elderly can solve some of the issues 
facing society at large. 

Infrared light data captures the patient’s position Ideaquest also makes devices to assess the breathing patterns of 
newborns

Infrared beam 
projector

CCD camera



SELENA HOY

S
EIKODO’s noren—curtains hanging in 
the doorways of traditional shops and 
restaurants—are covered with fukuro (owls) 
in a nod to one of the sweet shop’s most 

popular products, the daifuku. Both terms contain 
the word fuku, meaning good fortune. 

Inside the little shop and behind the display 
glass at Seikodo, enticing sweets are on exhibit. One 
case holds mango ice cream and frozen bits of fruit 
gleaming like jewels, including the small mikan (a 
tangerine-like citrus) that feature so prominently in 
the cakes and sweets made in the region. The rich 

Bill Leon-Guerrero was an emergency medical 
technician living on Guam, and knew nothing about 
making sweets before his father-in-law asked him 
and his wife to take over the family business on the 
island of Shikoku in Japan.Bill Leon-Guerrero

Sometimes 
   Fate Is Sweet

smell of sugar and eggs cooking hangs in the air, 
wafting in from the back where all the sweets are 
made. 

Seikodo is just a few hundred meters from the 
coast in the city of Imabari in Ehime Prefecture, on 
the island of Shikoku in western Japan. Bill Leon-
Guerrero never thought he would end up in Japan, 
much less baking cakes and making Japanese sweets 
here. He and his family had a good life on Guam, 
where Leon-Guerrero worked as an EMT and his wife, 
Toshie Masuda, was a schoolteacher. Their children, 
Hiroe and Hiroki, were in elementary school and 
everyone was getting along fine on the beautiful 
Micronesian island that Leon-Guerrero calls home. 

1
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Then came an appeal from Japan: Masuda’s father 
had fallen ill, and wanted his daughter and her family 
to take over the shop. It was a big request, but in 
2002 “we decided to drop everything there,” Leon-
Guerrero recalls, “and go to Japan and help out with 
the family business.” The family moved to Ehime to 
learn the sweets trade and steer a shop that had been 
in business for over five decades. 

Leon-Guerrero began to train with Mitsutoshi 
Masuda, Toshie’s father and the shop’s owner and 
baker-in-chief. The going was sometimes tough; 
Leon-Guerrero didn’t speak Japanese and had to 
work in tandem with his wife, translating the recipes, 
practicing baking techniques and learning his way 
around the business. He trained with his father-in-law 
for three years before the elder Masuda asked him 
to take over entirely. “And I still wasn’t ready!” says 
Leon-Guerrero. But it was time to take the plunge. 

There were a lot of things to learn, not only about 
baking but also about Japanese-style sweets and 
Japanese culture. For example, Leon-Guerrero had 
never tried shiro-an, the sweet white bean paste that 
is central to so many Japanese sweets. But he soon got 
the idea, and along with his wife started creating new 
twists on old favorites. 

One of their most popular innovations is the 
ichifuku hyakka marugoto mikan daifuku: a mouthful 
of a name for a mouthful of a sweet. A tiny, sweet-
tart mikan is coated with a layer of shiro-an, and then 
a layer of mochi—the chewy pounded rice cake so 
essential to Japanese confections. 

“The flavor, the sweetness and the sourness, are 
very strong in this mikan,” Leon-Guerrero notes. “As 
far as the mikan daifuku is concerned, shiro-an has got 
sweetness in it, so what we actually want is sourness 

to bring out the flavor of the mikan.” These mikan are 
grown naturally in the open mountain air, and are 
the pride of the region. The shiro-an and mochi are 
also sourced locally. Seikodo makes between eight 
hundred and a thousand of these per day, five days a 
week. 

Other delectable offerings include lemon cakes—
flavored with locally sourced lemon juice and 
lemon liqueur—as well as mikan castella, a kind of 
pound cake made with eggs from chickens that are 
fed mikan. Called “mikan eggs,” these eggs have 
more yolk than white, and are a key element in this 
delicate, fragrant cake. 

Running the shop now is a family affair. Toshie 
Masuda is Seikodo’s owner and handles the business 
end, as well as events in other parts of the country 
such as at big department stores. Her mother, 
Shinobu, waits on customers and rings up sales.  
Their son, Hiroki, is currently in baking school, and 
is set to become the third-generation proprietor of 
Seikodo. And even though she has a job in another 
company, their daughter, Hiroe, also helps out at the 
cash register. The boss emeritus, Mitsutoshi Masuda, 
still pops into the store occasionally as well. 

Thirteen years in, Leon-Guerrero has some advice 
for those wanting to make a go of it in Japan. “When 
you come over here, it will change your whole 
mentality,” he says. “Change your mentality, change 
your ways, and just go with the flow.” 

1 Leon-Guerrero displays his tasty and vividly colored sweets
2 Making lemon cakes from locally sourced lemons
3 Family business: Leon-Guerrero with his close-knit crew
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TAMI KAWASAKI

T
HE year 2015 is turning out to be a special 
one for Marie Kondo. She was named 
one of “The 100 Most Influential People” 
in the world by Time magazine, and 

walked the same red carpet graced by luminaries 
such as author Haruki Murakami and actress 
Emma Watson. Her best-selling book The Life-
Changing Magic of Tidying Up: The Japanese Art of 
Decluttering and Organizing has been reviewed in 
famous publications across Europe and America 
such as The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal 
and The Times, and sold over three million copies 
worldwide. For a Japanese-written how-to book, 
sales like that qualify as truly remarkable.

People who have read her book and practiced its 
organizing techniques proudly upload before and 
after shots to their SNS platforms. In turn, people 
who see the dramatic results become intrigued 
by the “KonMari” (an abbreviation of her name, 

Marie Kondo) method, read her book and try out her 
decluttering techniques themselves, leading to a 
continuous and magical chain reaction of behavior. 

This phenomenon has led to the birth of a new verb, 
to “kondo,” which refers to decluttering a room using 
the KonMari method. Kondo uses terms associated 
with fantasy such as “magic” and the “spark of joy” 
when describing her decluttering methods, but in 
actuality her method is extremely logical and easy 
to understand, consisting of ways of sorting out your 
possessions, techniques for folding, and advice on 
storage.

On the other hand, Kondo also appreciates the 
Japanese spirit of anthropomorphizing objects, 
with her “ceremony” for paying respect to things 
before discarding them evoking an empathy in this 
ecologically conscious day and age that transcends 
borders. The disparity between her combination of 
cute, user-friendly terminology with a philosophy 
that calls to mind a Zen sensibility—as well as the 
dramatically effective results of executing her 

Time magazine listed 
tidying-up evangelist 
Marie Kondo as one of 
the world’s “100 Most 
Influential People” in 
2015, and her book has 
sold over three million 
copies globally. Why 
do people follow her so 
avidly? 
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methods—creates an incredibly emotional 
response that has driven her booming popularity.

Kondo is acknowledged, both by herself and 
others, as an “organizing otaku” (geek). Although 
she had an interest in housework even as a young 
child, the one thing she had problems with was 
tidying up. Using her characteristic intelligence, 
she devoted herself to researching better 
methods for organizing and tidying up. After 
working at a company, she decided that tidying 
up—which had become more than a hobby, and 
a major part of her life—should be her profession 
and calling. So she took the unconventional 
step of establishing herself as a decluttering 
consultant.

“A lot of people have problems organizing 
themselves, and want to improve their living 
environment,” Kondo says. “I believe that my 
methods are valued because I offer clear and 
precise ways for people to solve their problems 
themselves.” The benefits of getting organized 
are not limited to having more space and enjoying 
the feeling that your room has gotten bigger. You 
also gain awareness of the things you own, the 
ones that are unnecessary, and most of all the 
things you truly wish you had. 

Kondo adds, “Through tidying up, you can 
rethink the way you live, think about your work 
or your interpersonal and romantic relationships, 
and consider how you want to live from this point 
on.” Her tidying-up methods help to solve the 
problems and stresses of life in the modern age.

Kondo grew up in a generation in Japan that 

1 Kondo being filmed at work in Germany
2 Describing the “KonMari” method at a U.S. bookstore to a packed 

house
3 It’s all in the details: folding clothes

found it only natural to work, regardless of gender—one 
that often went through self-reflection to discover what 
their individual strengths were, and how they could best 
market themselves to society. Possessing the conviction 
that her strength was in tidying up, Kondo went on to 
world acclaim. She is a mentally and spiritually strong, 
new generation of Japanese woman equipped with her 
own specialized expertise.

In July of 2015, Kondo gave birth to her first child, a 
daughter, making this year even more special. “Right 
now my life is filled with joy,” Kondo says, and she 
speaks of her ambitions to “create a joyful family, and 
to continue offering my contributions to tidying up the 
world.” 
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Kyoto
Prefecture

Yamashiro
region

A Historical 
Walk 
Through 
Japanese 
Tea

1

2

Imbibing green tea as a form of social 
lubrication or in the course of relaxation 
is integral to Japan’s culture, and Kyoto’s 
Yamashiro region is the historical nexus 
of leafy production.

SELENA HOY
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F
ROM the expert flick of the wrist while 
whipping finely ground matcha into a froth 
during a tea ceremony to the terraced tea 
fields lining the hillsides across the country, 

and the casual cups of sencha (everyday green tea) 
offered when visiting a friend, tea culture is virtually 
synonymous with Japanese culture. Tea is served 
in offices, when visiting family, and at many shops 
when a customer is considering a major purchase. 
It’s hard to imagine life in Japan without tea. In fact, 
explains Yusuke Matsubayashi of Kyoto’s Asahiyaki 
pottery workshop, even though it is now called the 
living room, an older expression for the common 
space in a home is cha no ma (literally “tea space”). 

Aside from the cold northern region of Hokkaido, 
tea is produced in every part of Japan, and the nation 
offers a number of representative brands. Shizuoka 
Tea hails from the nation’s foremost tea-producing 
region, accounting for 40 percent of national output. 
Sayama Tea from Saitama Prefecture, located near 
Tokyo, gained popularity among common people 
in the nation’s capital during the Edo Period (1603-
1868). Yame Tea from Fukuoka Prefecture is known 
for high-quality gyokuro, a kind of green tea made 
from plants shaded during cultivation. Chocolate and 
ice cream made with Japanese green tea have even 

recently seen a rise in popularity overseas.
Many regions in the country harvest excellent 

Japanese tea. But to visit the Yamashiro region, just 
south of Kyoto City in Kyoto Prefecture, is to connect to 
the origins of tea in Japan, which stretch back twelve 
centuries. Tea first filtered into Japan from China via 
Buddhist temples, and was enjoyed as an import for 
a few hundred years. About eight hundred years ago, 
however, tea cultivation began in Uji. The story of 
the area’s tea culture is now registered under Japan 
Heritage as A Historical Walk Through 800 Years of 
Japanese Tea.

Tsuen Tea, situated on the east side of famed Uji 
Bridge, has been in business since 1160 and is Japan’s 
oldest continuously operating purveyor of tea. Yusuke 
Tsuen, the 24th-generation owner of the shop, explains 
the history as he heats water over a brazier and then 
uses a bamboo ladle to pour it first into the teacups, 
then the teapot, checking the temperature by touch. 
First serving as bridge guards for high-ranking 

1 The tea fields of Wazuka
2 Ujicha Dojo—training for people who take their tea very seriously
3 Heating the water over a brazier at Tsuen Tea
4 Guests at Wazukacha Café can learn proper tea preparation 

techniques
5 Asahiyaki, maker and purveyor of fine tea ceramics
6 A meal featuring cha-soba (buckwheat noodles that incorporate tea)

3

4

5
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officials, the Tsuen family began offering tea to 
daimyo (lords), monks and other travelers crossing the 
bridge, eventually leading the clan to establish a tea 
shop. Travelers still flock to this iconic shop, coming 
from near and far to buy the high-quality sencha, 
matcha (ceremonial green tea powder), gyokuro, and 
countless other varieties. 

Tsuen, whose long hair, black-framed glasses and 
cool young aspect belie the expertise with which he 
prepares the tea as strains of koto music play in the 
background, says you don’t have to be an expert in 
the tea ceremony to enjoy Japanese tea. “In our shop, 
we want our customers to drink tea however they 
like. If they enjoy it, that’s the most important thing.”

Tsuen Tea also sells tea sweets like matcha dango 
(chewy pounded rice dumplings), matcha pound 
cakes and matcha ice cream parfaits with sweet red 
beans and bits of mochi, but he doesn’t recommend 
eating tea-flavored sweets while drinking tea. “It 
muddies the flavor of the tea,” he notes. Instead, he 
says, try drinking tea with other sweets or snacks, or 
on its own. 

In the nearby town of Wazuka, visitors can 
explore tea cultivation up close. The Wazukacha 
Café, situated near hillside tea fields, features a 
small shop with local teas where guests can learn 

tea preparation techniques. The café also rents out 
electric-assist bicycles so visitors can explore the 
picturesque undulating green fields at their leisure, 
gliding through a tableau dotted with the occasional 
worker in a wide-brimmed hat bent over the bushes, 
handpicking tender tea leaves. The fields in this area 
are family-owned, with about three hundred small 
farms situated shoulder to shoulder. One person can 
manage about 1.5 hectares; a pair, such as a married 
couple, might cultivate twice that. Electric pedal 
power makes riding over the hills a breeze, and the 
scene couldn’t be prettier.

Back near Uji Bridge, the Asahiyaki pottery 
workshop sits unobtrusively on a handsome 
cobbled path next to the river. Established by the 
Matsubayashi family in 1600, Asahiyaki has been 
making exquisite tea ceramics for over four centuries 
and through more than fifteen generations, with 
every piece made by hand onsite. Beginning with 
matcha bowls, Asahiyaki has created tea vessels for 
nobility and tea masters, and around 150 years ago 
during the Edo Era developed a distinctive teapot 
especially made for sencha. The clay is sourced in 
Uji from the same land that produces the tea, and 
the same water used to prepare the tea for drinking 
is used in creating the pieces. The craftsmanship 
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and centuries of practice put into making vessels 
expressly suited to Japanese tea certainly heightens 
the drinking experience. “If people from overseas 
can enjoy Japanese culture through tea drinking, I 
think that’s great,” says Matsubayashi. 

To steep themselves further in the history of 
sencha, visitors can visit Obakusan Mampuku-ji 
Temple in Uji City. Founded by Chinese Zen master 
Ingen, this temple is the head of the Obaku Zen sect, 
one of several Zen sects in Japan. It’s also the temple 
famous for popularizing senchado, or “the way of 
steeped tea,” in the eighteenth century. In addition 
to the raked gravel, lotus flowers and Chinese air of 
the temple, guests can enjoy steeped tea and Zen 
Buddhist vegetarian cuisine here. 

The Ujicha Dojo is for those who take their tea 
quite seriously and want to learn how to prepare 
tea and perform the tea ceremony from tea 
professionals. The methods used here—as overseen 
by Isamu Tamiya, a tea ceremony practitioner for 
sixty years—are exacting: the water for gyokuro, for 
example, must be heated to 70ºC, and gradually 
cooled to 40ºC, before forty milliliters are added to 
five grams of tea leaves and allowed to steep until 
the water is absorbed and the tea assumes a certain 
shade of green. For some this may seem fussy, and 

that’s okay, but for others, the meditative practice 
may yield some relaxation (and the perfect cuppa to 
boot). 

Finally, a stroll down the Byodoin Omotesando, 
a flagstoned shopping street that runs from the 
west side of Uji Bridge to the UNESCO-recognized 
Byodo-in Temple, will turn up a double handful of 
tea shops and cafés for browsing and snacking. Tea 
connoisseurs won’t be disappointed with a trip to 
Uji—there’s plenty to absorb. 

Yusuke Tsuen has some parting tea wisdom. “You 
don’t have to take it too seriously. Have fun with tea. 
Drink it the way it’s most delicious to you—drinking 
it for a long time is good for your body too,” he says. 
“If you are trying to whip matcha and you’re in a 
bad mood or irritated, by the way, the tea will not 
foam properly. Tea is like that. Depending on your 
condition and mood, the taste of it changes. Please, 
drink tea and find the way that you prefer.” 

12

13

7 Tsuen Tea’s matcha parfait 
8 An array of green teas at Wazukacha Café 
9 Making tea bowls at Asahiyaki
10 Asahiyaki’s kiln is in constant use
11 Manpuku Temple in Uji City, where the practice of senchado 

(steeping tea) was popularized
12 The tools of the art at Ujicha Dojo
13 Many teahouses and venerable shops are situated near Uji Bridge
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O-tsukimi
O-tsukimi refers to the Japanese custom of 

viewing the harvest moon on August 15 of the 
old lunar calendar, which is the day the beauty of the 
moon is considered to be the greatest. This year that 
date corresponds to September 27. O-tsukimi is also 
based on the notion of giving thanks to the gods for 

the harvest, and traditionally people make offerings 
of crops, pampas grass, rice dumplings, sake and 
other items at this time. When gazing at the moon, 
Japanese people believe they can see the form of a 
rabbit pounding mochi (glutinous rice) on its surface. 
If you look carefully enough, you may see it as well!
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