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Prime Minister's Diary

WAW! TOKYO 2015

T

Prime Minister Abe delivering a speech

he World Assembly for Women: WAW! 2015 was held
in Tokyo on August 28 and 29 to further promote the
realization of “a society where women shine,” which Japan
is engaged in at home and abroad. Approximately 150 leaders
and others active in women-related fields from approximately 40
countries and 8 international organizations participated, including
H.E. Mrs. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, President of the Republic of
Liberia, the first popularly elected female president in Africa.
This is the second year the Assembly has taken place, held with
the goal of having women and men from diverse backgrounds and
generations consider and take action together on the theme “WAW!
for All.” Broad-ranging participation was achieved that included
everyone from senior leaders in various fields to young people, and
discussions took place on issues in a variety of areas that included
the economy, society, education and peacebuilding.

JAPAN%LIBERIA
SUMMIT MEETING

Prime Minister Abe shaking hands with the President of Liberia

O

n August 27, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
held a summit meeting with H.E. Mrs. Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf, President of the Republic
of Liberia, at the Prime Minister’s Office.
President Sirleaf expressed her gratitude for
Japan’s assistance in responding to the Ebola
outbreak, and explained that Liberia was working
to rebuild its economy. Prime Minister Abe praised
President Sirleaf’s leadership in the fight against
Ebola, and the two leaders shared the view that they
would strengthen cooperation in the health field.

JAPAN%UGANDA
SUMMIT MEETING

The two leaders shaking hands

O

n September 10, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
held a summit meeting with H.E. Mr. Yoweri
Kaguta Museveni, President of the Republic
of Uganda, at the Prime Minister’s Office.
Prime Minister Abe expressed his pleasure at
President Museveni’s sixth visit to Japan. Both leaders
welcome the long-standing friendly and cooperative
relationship that has been nurtured between the two
countries in both bilateral and multilateral contexts,
and shared the recognition that it is important to
further strengthen the bilateral relationship.

Photographs and text courtesy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan and the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan.
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The sporting world in Japan is heating up, with
the Rugby World Cup coming in 2019 and the
Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics set for 2020.
In this issue we look at the history and
evolution of sports in Japan, Japanese athletes
and others engaged in the realm of global
competition, and sporting events throughout the
country, zooming in on various intriguing facets of
the nation’s sporting culture.

©TOKYO MARATHON FOUNDATION
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BOOSTING SPORT TO

ENERGIZE JAPAN

An interview
with Japan
Sports Agency
Commissioner

Daichi
Suzuki
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ITH Japan poised to host a range of global
sporting events, its athletic environment is
clearly gaining momentum. On October 1 this
year, the country established the Japan Sports Agency to
promote sports and take a comprehensive approach to
its administrative policy. We spoke with Daichi Suzuki,
commissioner of the Japan Sports Agency and 1988 Seoul
Olympics 100-meter backstroke gold medalist, and asked
him about the development of sports policy in Japan, its
current approaches, and the global sporting events that
Japan will soon be hosting.

Tell us a bit about the development of sports policy
in Japan.
The Sports Promotion Act was established in
1961, three years before the 1964 Tokyo Olympics.
Over the last fifty-plus years, that law has served as
the basis of sports policy. However, as our society
changed, people’s needs with respect to sports
have expanded and diversified considerably. Other
contemporary issues needing attention, such as
greater development of parasports, international
contributions through sports, and the governance
of sports organizations became visible as well.
The Diet therefore held a nonpartisan caucus
to deliberate on the trajectory of a new sports law.
This resulted in the Basic Act on Sport in 2011. This
act goes beyond merely promoting sports, covering
all social aspects as well, like the promotion of
health through sports, recovery of regional society,
the improvement of Japan’s international status
and the development of the national economy.
To realize the ideal behind the Basic Act on
Sports and take a comprehensive approach to the
promotion of sports, an external bureau of the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT), the Japan Sports Agency, was
formed on October 1, 2015.
What is the Japan Sports Agency’s role, and what
steps are being taken to make Japan a leader in
sports?
In addition to the policies that MEXT has in place
to promote sports, each ministry has contributed
to advancing sports from its own particular
perspective; no single ministry existed to manage
all of the policies. The Japan Sports Agency will
be charged with creating core policy for sports
and promoting that policy, as well as adjusting
and regulating the sports-related activities of the
other ministries, acting as the control center for the
administration’s sports policy.
The Japan Sports Agency will also partner with
other ministries to give people opportunities to
engage in health-promoting sports by improving
sports environments so that people can enjoy

sports at each life stage, endeavor to improve
sports facilities so that people with disabilities
can actively participate in sports, stimulate local
communities through sports, and encourage
international contributions through sports.
Through partnerships with the private sector, the
agency will also promote professional sports. We
are actively taking these and other policy steps.
Tell us about the global sporting events that
Japan will soon be hosting, and your outlook for
them.
We believe that major global events like the 2019
Rugby World Cup and the 2020 Tokyo Olympics
and Paralympics have the power to vitalize society
as a whole, giving people countless dreams and
hopes. The Rugby World Cup is slated to take place
at twelve cities nationwide, including matches
at Kamaishi in Iwate Prefecture, one of the areas
stricken by the Great Eastern Japan Earthquake.
This is an excellent opportunity to show the world
how Japan has rebounded after the earthquake.
In terms of the Olympics and Paralympics, it
is vital that this goes beyond one-time sporting
events and leaves a lasting legacy for the next
generation. We are therefore bolstering the
educational curriculum nationwide to spread the
idea of peace and human rights through sports. In
addition, as promised when we made the Olympic
bid, we are taking major action on the Sports for
Tomorrow initiative, an international sportsbased development program through which we
intend to work with over a hundred predominantly
developing countries and ten million people over
the seven years from 2014 to 2020, sharing the
value of sports and the ideals of the Olympic and
Paralympic movement.
In the process, we will be working closely with
the Olympic Committee and Tokyo metropolitan
government as well as the Japan Olympic
Committee, Japanese Paralympic Committee and
other sporting bodies to achieve an “all-Japan”
approach to the success of the event.
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Tokyo Marathon:

The Day We Unite
L

In 2016, the Tokyo Marathon will celebrate
its tenth anniversary. With applicants easily
exceeding the number of slots available,
37,000 runners from all over the world will
gather for a race that has become a world-class
event on a grand scale.

TAMI KAWASAKI

1
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AUNCHED in 2007, the Tokyo Marathon will
celebrate its tenth running next year. The
race now draws up to 37,000 competitors,
over 10,000 volunteers and more than 1.5 million
spectators, and has become one of the world’s
dominant marathons. In autumn 2012, in fact, the
Tokyo Marathon became Asia’s first representative
in the World Marathon Majors, the world’s largest
marathon series, drawing alongside such races as
the Virgin Money London Marathon and TCS New
York City Marathon. In 2015, 5,317 of the competing
runners, or nearly 15 percent, came from overseas.
Volunteers provided support in five languages, and
the race was broadcast in sixty-five countries. The
marathon’s profile abroad continues to rise.
What is the secret behind the Tokyo Marathon’s
rapid growth and its global popularity? Tadaaki
Hayano, race director of the Tokyo Marathon, says:
“It’s the hospitality of the Japanese people combined
with the enthusiasm of the participants, set on the
stage of the city of Tokyo. It’s the day that all of
Tokyo unites as one.” He points to the logo on the
2016 marathon poster, featuring multicolored lines of
various thicknesses intersecting inside a large circle.
It represents the ideal behind Tokyo Marathon: the
story of every single runner, volunteer and spectator
woven into one giant tapestry.
The Tokyo Marathon is not the exclusive domain
of the marathon and sports elite, however. The race
now encompasses the general public of Tokyo, and
has reportedly transformed Japan’s sports scene.
Besides the obvious health and fitness component,
the event also involves fashion and music, and
has successfully promoted running as a lifestyle.
Beauty-conscious women, middle-aged spectators
in uncertain or less-than-optimal health, youths

2

searching for a way to break free from the
tedium of everyday existence: watching the
Tokyo Marathon energizes them all, creating a
phenomenon where spectators are inspired to get
out and run. Thanks to the marathon, everyday
citizens enjoying the sport of running has become
a common sight in Japan.
The Tokyo Marathon is now a destination for
runners not only from Japan but from elsewhere
in Asia, the Middle East, Europe and North and
South America as well. The rate of acceptance,
awarded by lottery, has decreased to less than
10 percent. The race course features a highly
scenic tour of sights in Tokyo’s beautiful and
well-maintained urban landscape: the Tokyo
Metropolitan Government Office, the Imperial
Palace, Tokyo Tower, the Ginza District, Asakusa
and more, making it popular among runners
from abroad. A survey of participants after the
race also revealed a strong appreciation for the
constant cheers and support of the Japanese
audience along the route, as well as the warm and
courteous hospitality of marathon volunteers.
Many runners bring their families to Japan to
partake in the full array of events occurring
before and after the marathon during Tokyo
Marathon Week, seeing their journey to Japan as
an opportunity for some serious shopping and
tourism.
More and more multilingual documents,
signs and volunteers are provided every year.
Race officials are also vigilant when it comes to
safety. Hayano proudly mentions the marathon’s
“running police” and “run doctors”—“the
only such organizations in Japanese sports,”
he claims—as part of a flawless antiterrorism

strategy. He also notes that many runners from
abroad who have won entry slots in the Tokyo
Marathon lottery say they’ve long dreamed of being
in the race, and are overjoyed that their wish has
finally been granted.
The Tokyo Marathon is in a constant state of
evolution. To help spread Western-style charity
culture throughout Japan, the race offers a number
of charity entry slots through which donations
can be made to such services as the Sports Legacy
Program, which works to help people reach their
dreams through sports. With an eye to the Tokyo
Olympics and Paralympics coming in 2020, the
marathon is aiming to build a sustainable sports
culture.
Hayano expresses confidence in the marathon’s
achievements so far. “Our goal is to create the
most exciting, welcoming, secure and enjoyable
race in the entire world,” he states. Just as with
the new logo design formed from every story in
the tapestry, the story that unfolds on this blank
canvas will depend on its participants.

3
1
2
3

The starting line at Tokyo Marathon 2015
Runners rated the hospitality of marathon volunteers highly
Drummers gave the competitors a motivating beat

©TOKYO MARATHON FOUNDATION
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SPORTING COMPETITIONS AND EVENTS
Japan hosts a range of sporting
competitions and events yearround. These include not only
ones you can watch, but also ones
you can take part in yourself.

TRAIL RUNNING

1

4

10
8
7 9

2
3
6

© OSAKA MARATHON ORGANISING COMMITTEE
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PARAGLIDING

1 Niseko Sky Rally
Hokkaido
Mid-September through late
September every year
The Niseko Annupuri International
Ski Area is used during the
off-season for paragliding
competitions. Gliders launch off the
slopes of Mount Niseko and pick up
the wind, enjoying airborne views
of the majesty of Hokkaido.
http://nisekoskyrally2015.info/
english.html

MARATHONS

2 Osaka Marathon
Osaka Prefecture
Fourth Sunday of October every
year (this year: October 25)
Offering a full marathon for
30,000 people and a “challenge
circuit” for 2,000, this is Japan’s

10
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next-largest marathon after the
Tokyo Marathon. The course
runs through famous sites in
central Osaka as well as historical
remains, and the ground is
uniformly level and flat, making
this a race known as an easy run
for beginners and pros alike.
http://www.osaka-marathon.
com/index_en.html
3 Fukuoka Marathon
Fukuoka Prefecture
Every November (this year:
November 8)
Fukuoka Prefecture has been
rated as the number one place to
live in Japan, and the Fukuoka
Marathon starts in Tenjin, which
is considered among the most
iconic city centers in the Kyushu
region. The course then runs
through Hakata Bay and along
the coast of the Genkai Sea,
letting you enjoy all of the nature
Fukuoka has to offer.
http://www.f-marathon.jp/en/

4 Ultra-Trail Mt. Fuji
Yamanashi and Shizuoka
Prefectures (foothills of Mount Fuji)
Late September every year
The foothills of Mount Fuji have
been declared a World Heritage Site,
and it is there, with the support
of two prefectures and eleven
towns, that you can run a trail
that is 167 kilometers long and has
a cumulative elevation of 8,634
meters. Japan’s first hundred-mile
trail race, this is also the world’s
first sister trail to the L’Ultratrail du Mont-Blanc, which is the
world’s highest trail run in terms of
elevation.
http://www.ultratrailmtfuji.com/en/

© NPO FUJI TRAIL RUNNERS CLUB

TRIATHLONS

5 Strongman—All Japan Triathlon
Miyakojima
Okinawa Prefecture
Every April
Of the nearly 280 triathlons held
in Japan, this is one of the most
popular. Participants see the
beautiful emerald green seas around
the island of Miyakojima in Okinawa
as they swim for 3 kilometers, bike
for 157 kilometers, and run for 42.195
kilometers.
http://www.miyako-net.ne.jp/~
strong-e/

celebrated cyclists from the Tour
de France all the way to Japan’s
shores.
http://www.japancup.gr.jp/

6 Lixil IRONMAN 70.3 Centrair
Chita Peninsula Japan
Aichi Prefecture
Early June every year
Lixil’s 70.3 triathlon is a half-sized
version of a full 140.6-kilometer
course. The proximity to Chubu
Centrair International Airport and
the excellent natural scenery make
this an event that draws many
overseas participants.
http://ironman703.jp/e/
7 ITU World Triathlon Yokohama
Kanagawa Prefecture
Mid-May every year
The only part of the ITU World
Triathlon Series held in Asia.
Athletes from various countries
come together in the historic port
town of Yokohama, which blends
the cultures of East and West.
Seeing the racers sprint across
town has become an iconic sign of
the season.
http://yokohama.triathlon.org/en/

CYCLING

8 Japan Cup Cycle Road Race
Tochigi Prefecture
Mid-October every year (this
year: October 16-18)
Considered Asia’s foremost road
cycling race. This is the only
cycling event in Japan that brings

SURFING

9 Shonan Open
Kanagawa Prefecture
Late July every year
The Kugenuma Coast is where
surfing was born in Japan.
Kugenuma hosts this summer
event as a way to maintain its
status as a top region in promoting
sports culture. The beachside
venue is where you go to surf,
while the parkside venue is home
to skateboarding and streetdancing competitions.
http://www.shonanopen.com/

SNOWBOARDING

10 AIRMIX
Niigata Prefecture
Mid-March every year
This is one of Japan’s largest
snowboarding contests, taking
place at Gala Yuzawa ski resort.
Everyone from amateurs to former
Winter Olympic athletes appear in
this freestyle event where people
show off their prowess on the
slopes.
http://www.airmix.tv/

OUTDOOR SPORTS

11 SEA TO SUMMIT
Sites nationwide
Weekends in May through
October every year; held in
sequential order
This sporting event sees you
powering a kayak in the ocean,
changing to a bicycle to ride
through the countryside and then
ascending mountain peaks in a
hike. See nature in all its beauty
as you make the circuit. This is an
ideal chance to see Japan’s nature
and culture in one shot.
http://www.seatosummit.jp/

FISHING

12 Boat Game Fishing
Sites nationwide
June through November every
year; held in sequential order
This nationwide sport-fishing
contest is designed to raise
awareness about protecting the
oceans and their resources. Lures
are used to catch fish from boats.
The event is open from June
through November, so the fish
available change depending on
which area you visit and when.
http://www.marine-jbia.or.jp/
event/fishing.html

RIDER_YUKI KADONO
PHOTO_HIT4
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QUEEN OF THE
WHEELS
Wakako Tsuchida was the first Japanese athlete
to win gold medals at both the Summer and
Winter Paralympics. She describes the path to
her achievements and her dedication to winning
a gold medal at the upcoming 2016 Summer
Paralympics in Rio.

Wakako Tsuchida on her streamlined racer

TAMI KAWASAKI

T

HE scene: the 2012 London Summer
Paralympics. The event: the women’s
wheelchair marathon. At the 24-kilometer
mark, Wakako Tsuchida’s racer—a specialized
wheelchair used in track and road races—crashes,
eliciting screams from the audience. Many watching
recalled the heartbreaking accident that befell
Tsuchida at the Beijing Summer Paralympics in 2008.
However, what Tsuchida thought at that moment
was, “I’m okay, I’m not injured, I can keep going.”
Her athletic experience pushed her to rise again.
Witnessing Tsuchida’s indomitable spirit, the crowd

12
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gave a loud cheer. “I will never forget those cheers,”
she says.
Japan’s first athlete to win gold medals at both the
Summer and Winter Paralympics, Tsuchida is also
the world record holder in the wheelchair marathon,
having broken the certified world record for the first
time in twelve years in October 2013. Forty-one years
old this year, she’s had an athletic career spanning
more than two decades.
Tsuchida sustained spinal damage in an
automobile accident at the age of seventeen.
Wheelchair-bound and searching for a way to
reintegrate into society, she was introduced as part
of her rehabilitation to the sport of ice sledge racing,

In front and pushing the pedals hard

in which athletes use poles to propel themselves
across the ice while remaining in a seated position. A
foreign instructor acknowledged that Tsuchida had
talent, and she was participated in the 1994 Winter
Paralympics in Lillehammer, Norway, but suffered a
crushing defeat. An accomplished athlete as a young
girl, Tsuchida experienced world-class athleticism
for the first time, and she burned with ambition for a
medal. “I’m going to make a place for myself through
sports,” she told herself.
After training furiously for the 1998 Nagano
Winter Paralympics, Tsuchida won long-sought gold
medals in both the 1000 meters and 1500 meters,
establishing a world record in the 1500. “As long as
you have a disability, anybody has a chance to win
in disabled sports, meaning there is a wide range of
opportunities,” observes Tsuchida, reflecting upon
her experiences. “But you still need to work hard,
and to be on that medal stand requires much more
than a superficial effort.”
Having achieved great results in ice sledge racing,
and confident in her endurance, Tsuchida decided
to take on the challenge of wheelchair racing. Track
and field events—the prime attraction of the Summer
Paralympics—boast a large field of athletes. The
speed of wheelchair racing also attracted Tsuchida.
She recalls her first Summer Paralympics at Sydney
in 2000: “I acutely realized the difference between
being on the ice and being on the track. The scale
of it all and the huge size of the crowds were both
intense and scary, but my feelings of joy at being
there were even stronger.”
In 2004, at the Athens Summer Paralympics,
she finally won summer gold in the women’s 5000

Tsuchida has won both Summer and Winter Paralympic gold medals

meters, becoming the first Japanese athlete to do so
at both versions of the Paralympics.
When asked what she considers to be the highlight
of her racing career, Tsuchida replies, “There are way
more regrets.” A dyed-in-the-wool challenger, she
is not content with past honors. After experiencing
major life events with her marriage and the birth of
a child, she trained as if her life depended on it for
the 2008 Beijing Summer Paralympics, but was badly
injured in a major crash in the 5000-meter event.
Having overcome those struggles, Tsuchida
had a high-profile role at the 2012 London Summer
Paralympics as the first-ever female captain of
the Japan Paralympics team. But she remains
hungry. She has her sights set on the Rio Summer
Paralympics in 2016, seeking that elusive race that
satisfies her and a Paralympic gold medal in the
wheelchair marathon.
Asked about Japan’s Paralympians, Tsuchida
comments: “Sports such as swimming, goalball and
wheelchair tennis—along with a growing number of
capable young athletes—are gaining attention, but
we still have to raise our standards.” She expresses
hope that hosting the 2020 Tokyo games will bring
increased interest in the Paralympics in Japan.
“Hearing the crowd cheer you on provides great
energy for an athlete,” Tsuchida notes. “Overcoming
all the hard training and injuries, and arriving
at that moment when you achieve something—I
wouldn’t trade that joy for anything. Disabled
athletes cannot do it alone, though. They need the
support of their team and their family. We have
people to share our joy with, and that’s why we can
keep going.”

©W-STAGE
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Professional
Whistleblower
FIFA international referee Ryuji Sato flies to soccer
pitches around the world where he’s relied upon
for his impartial judgment. We asked him about his
on-pitch experiences at international tournaments
and his plans for the future.

RIEKO SUZUKI

A

THLETES are not the only individuals
active in the global world of sports.
Along with managers and coaches,
referees play a dynamic and integral role in
international matches. One of only seven
FIFA international referees in Japan, Ryuji
Sato has served as a referee for international
tournaments including the AFC Asian Cup 2015
held in January and the FIFA U-20 World Cup
2015 that took place in June in New Zealand.
While Sato has garnered attention as a young
international referee representing his country,
up through college he was a dedicated soccer
player. He only acquired a JFA Class 2 Referee
qualification because he was contemplating
becoming a teacher someday, and Sato says at
the time he had no interest in refereeing as an
occupation. However, spurred by a lecture he
attended in 2002 in Aichi Prefecture given by
Toru Kamikawa, the current chairman of the
Japan Football Association Referee Committee,
he set his sights on becoming a professional
referee that very day. “All I heard was a general
talk about the J. League, but something in it
clicked for me,” Sato says. Perhaps this was
indeed a preordained encounter.

14
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Sato acquired his JFA Class 1 referee qualifications
in December 2004, and in March 2005 began his
career as a Class 1 referee in the JFL, the top amateur
league underneath J. League (Japan’s professional
league). He then built up experience in J. League’s
J2 and J1 divisions, and in 2009 became a FIFA
international referee.
“My debut in an international A match as an
international referee came in March 2009, in a
friendly between South Korea and Iraq,” Sato recalls.
“Although it was a friendly match, it was the year
before the 2010 World Cup, so the players, managers
and supporters were all very intense. Until then,
I thought I’d built up enough experience in the J.
League. Once the national anthems were being
played, though, I realized this was what it meant to
be on the world stage, and I got really nervous about
blowing my first whistle there. At the same time,
when the match was over, I felt a sense of fulfillment,
and I really wanted to be able to blow the whistle at an
international match on the World Cup level someday.”
Of course, being an international referee has
presented some difficult moments as well. The match
that left the most lasting impression occurred during
the second round of the 2014 FIFA World Cup Asian
qualifying tournament.
“Objects were being thrown from the stands
on the trailing team’s side, and the match was
suspended temporarily,” Sato explains. “Ultimately
it took two hours to announce the cancellation of the
match. I was the referee who had the authority to
discontinue the match, and although I understood
that there was no way to continue, I wavered under
the pressure of abandoning an official match. I acutely
realized then that I could not be recognized as an
international referee if I did not have the ability to
make an impartial decision and see it through with
determination.”
Each FIFA international referee’s registration
is renewed yearly after receiving FIFA approval
based on recommendations from the Japan
Football Association, including evaluation of the
referee’s game control, refereeing, and other factors
throughout the year. Unless a referee performs at his

best in all matches, it becomes difficult to remain
an international referee. In addition, to officiate
overseas matches in proper physical condition,
international referees must quickly adapt to
environments that vary greatly from those in
Japan, particularly the weather and the time zone.
This is obviously a remarkable job that requires
both mental and physical toughness.
“My objective is to become a referee that
players from all over the world will trust to make
impartial and fair judgments, and feel that ‘the
call is fair, because it’s his job,’ ” Sato states. “By
gaining experience, and making as much as I can of
each and every game, I plan on improving myself
through every match.” Pushed by his ambition,
Ryuji Sato continues to grow as an international
referee while experiencing soccer culture around
the world. The day we hear his whistle across the
global stage of the World Cup may come soon.

FIFA referee Ryuji Sato communicates about a call

© J.LEAGUE PHOTOS
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THE PAST AND FUTURE OF

JAPANESE SPORTS
An American professor
examines how media
narratives have shaped the
public’s view of Japanese
athletics from the postwar
period to the present.

NOAM KATZ
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W

HY do people watch sports? According
to Lee Thompson, a professor at the
Faculty of Sport Sciences of Waseda
University in Tokyo, “We like sports because they
tell a story, and these stories tell us about who we
are.”
Thompson teaches classes on sports and their
representation in the media since, as he puts it,
“most of us . . . rely on the media to tell that story.”
As a sociologist who established his career in Japan,
the U.S. national has examined the influences of the
media and modernization on Japanese sports.
While an exchange student in Japan, he worked
for national broadcaster NHK as well as two cable
television companies, which piqued Thompson’s
interest in the media. Later, his research on the
popularity of live TV broadcasts of sumo and
professional wrestling in the 1950s inspired him to
focus on the media’s role in depicting sports for his
graduate studies at Osaka University.
Further research led Thompson to examine the
modernization of sumo in response to changing
times and media. He discovered that sumo matches
in Japan’s Edo Era (1603–1868) were quite different
from those today. “For example, they didn’t
compare individual records over the course of a
tournament and use that to determine a single
overall winner—what you saw was what you got,”
he explains. Thompson believes that modern
newspapers introduced the championship as a way
to generate interest and sell more copies.
Contrary to the appearance of traditions
unchanged since the feudal era, Thompson
also found that some key elements in sumo
were introduced in the past century. By way of
example, he elaborates on how the referee clothing
resembling the garb of a Shinto priest was added in
the early 1900s, while the roof that hangs over the
ring was incorporated in the 1930s, modeled in the
same architectural shinmei-zukuri style as Japan’s
Ise Shrine.
Modernization and its close relative,
internationalization, have been a mixed blessing to
sports in Japan. Thompson observes ambivalence
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Professor Lee Thompson, sports science and media expert
Senior students in Thompson’s sports in media research group at
Waseda University

in the country about the global spread of traditional
Japanese sports, for instance, as “people here want
Japanese sports to be globally popular but also want
to win.” Foreign athletes are dominating in sports
such as judo and sumo that were once regarded as
quintessentially Japanese. (No Japanese-born sumo
wrestler has won a tournament championship in
almost ten years, for example.)
Nevertheless, internationalization has also
energized the Japanese sporting world. Japanese
athletes have succeeded in Western sports such as
baseball, golf and tennis, and gained tremendous
popularity abroad as well as at home. “The impact of
Japanese athletes in other sports has really changed
the perception of them [in the world],” Thompson
says, recalling images he has seen of children
overseas who imitate the swinging stance of baseball
great Ichiro Suzuki. “This is really where their
influence is greatest.”
Although Thompson sees the overall popularity
of Japanese martial arts slowing abroad due to
increasing availability of martial arts from Korea,
China and elsewhere, he has observed some
success with the spread of sumo. He says the
Japan Sumo Federation, which oversees amateur
sumo competition, has been promoting sumo
internationally with the goal of having it accepted as
an Olympic sport.
The 2020 Tokyo Olympics is now the big story
that both Thompson and the media alike are paying
the closest attention to. “That event is gradually
dominating any discussion of sport in Japan,” he
says. “Its success will be discussed for years to
come.” And for the fans, it’s yet another story only
waiting to unfold.
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Japan’s
BestKnown
Ninja
Masaaki Hatsumi teaches the ways of the samurai and
the art of ninjutsu to aspiring shadow warriors and
law enforcement personnel from all over the world,
receiving accolades from important figures and heads
of state.

NOAM KATZ

A

T first glance, the neighborhood around
Atago Station in Chiba Prefecture’s Noda City
appears nondescript—a typical suburb in the
greater Tokyo area. Mere meters away from the tracks
sits an inconspicuous, black-walled Japanese-style
building. Stepping through its sliding doors, however,
reveals a host of foreign faces, men and women
alike, interspersed with a few Japanese. These are
practitioners of Bujinkan Budo Taijutsu, a martial art
that local Masaaki Hatsumi devised and is passing on.
The term budo generally encompasses Japan’s
diverse array of martial arts and the character
engendered among their practitioners. While their
styles and purposes vary to some extent, these arts
provided skills in feudal Japan that samurai and
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mercenaries alike needed to prevail in conflict.
Some martial arts like kendo are oriented toward
fighting with weapons; forms such as karate
emphasize empty-handed combat. Others seek to
quickly subdue the opponent and minimize actual
fighting altogether, as in judo and aikido.
Hatsumi calls the form of budo he teaches at
his dojo (training hall) taijutsu, to denote the skill
( jutsu) of using one’s body (tai). Hatsumi founded
Bujinkan Budo Taijutsu in 1970, yet the skills he
imparts are ancient—he drew on samurai practices
and ninjutsu (ninja tactics) to create this new form
of modern combat.
Times may have changed, but the underlying
goal has not. “There weren’t rules to this [art]. The
question was whether you lived or died,” Hatsumi
says, explaining that unlike the modern-day

1
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sporting element in many other types of budo,
taijutsu is focused entirely on gaining the upper
hand in battle.
Martial arts have been a lifelong practice for
Hatsumi, starting from when he was a student.
He taught judo while in university, and at age
twenty-six began learning techniques from
Toshitsugu Takamatsu, who is said to be one
of the last leaders of a ninjutsu school. Hatsumi
eventually inherited the position of soke
(grandmaster) of nine ryu (schools of martial
arts) from Takamatsu.
With hair dyed purple and a gleam in his
eyes, the 84-year-old defies preconceptions.
He nimbly sidesteps attacks from opponents
as he demonstrates new techniques, deftly
overpowering people much stronger and

Hatsumi-sensei bends his larger opponent’s fingers to convince
him to give up the fight
Students practicing techniques at the dojo in Chiba Prefecture

younger in a series of agile maneuvers. Hatsumi is
quick to point out that “anyone can learn this. It’s not
about being big or small, male or female,” he declares.
Such techniques have naturally attracted notice. In
the past, Hatsumi traveled around the globe teaching
his methods to FBI agents in the U.S. and the UK’s SAS,
as well as to members of military and law enforcement
agencies in other countries. The Bujinkan website lists
letters of gratitude from numerous nations. “Now I
have them come to me at the dojo,” he admits, citing
the exhaustion of travel.
Having a majority of non-Japanese pupils at a session
is not unusual, Hatsumi says. There are Bujinkan Budo
Taijutsu schools all over the world, and practitioners
of his art now number more than a hundred thousand.
Some pupils are involved in security work and need
these skills for their jobs, but numerous others
study for the skills of concentration, awareness and
self-control his system hones. “It’s a way to deal
with anything in life,” says Don, visiting from the
U.S. Stephane, from Canada, found the intellectual
stimulation appealing. “It adds something different to
your day job,” he observes. “It puts you into a difficult
situation where you have to find a solution.”
Few would ever doubt Hatsumi’s martial skill.
Another aspect, however, reveals why Hatsumi—also
an accomplished calligrapher and writer—is a true
artist: every training session he leads is different.
“In forty-two years, I’ve never taught the exact same
thing,” he notes. Leading his students through an
affinity for both combat and literary arts, Hatsumi
passes on not only the essence of martial arts, but the
essence of Japan.
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THINGS

you probably didn’t
know about sports
in Japan
Did you know these bits of trivia
related to Japanese sporting life?

There’s more than one kind
of sumo

Sumo has had a powerful hold on
Japan since ancient times, and there are
many games and terms that incorporate
it. One is the kamizumo (paper sumo)
game, in which paper doll figures
modeled after sumo wrestlers are placed
on a paper sumo ring, which is then
tapped with your fingers to maneuver
the paper wrestlers to victory. Thumb
wrestling is called yubi-zumo (finger
sumo) in Japan, while arm wrestling
is known as ude-zumo (arm sumo).
Meanwhile, the Japanese expression for
the idea of tilting at windmills is hitorizumo (wrestling alone).

The sunny secret of the
first Tokyo Olympics
Sumo wrestlers only
eat twice a day

Sumo wrestlers eat only
twice a day, once after finishing
their morning practice and
then again in the evening after
taking a nap. A typical meal will
feature chanko-nabe—a rich stew
containing abundant amounts
of meat, fish and vegetables.
Consuming high-calorie meals in
massive portions and then taking
afternoon naps helps wrestlers
achieve their colossal girth.
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Sumo wrestlers
don’t wash their
loincloths

The mawashi (loincloths)
that sumo wrestlers wear are
never washed. Instead, they
are usually just hung up to
dry, for two reasons. One is
for good luck, and the other
is because washing weakens
the fabric. If a mawashi
were to come apart during
a bout, it would result in
disqualification.

The 1964 Tokyo Olympics—the
first Olympic Games ever held in
Asia—began at a rather late date for
the summer event: October 10. With
the Japanese people desperately
wanting the opening ceremony
for the Games to take place on a
sunny day, statistical research was
conducted on past weather patterns.
October 10 was identified as the date
with the highest probability of being
a sunny day. As a result, the opening
ceremony took place under blue
skies without a single cloud in sight.

Professional
baseball fans work
in unison

No victory poses are
allowed in kendo

Kendo, a sport born in Japan,
regards proper decorum as
being of grave importance. If a
competitor were to strike a victory
pose from the sheer joy of scoring
a point, that point will be taken
away for behaving disrespectfully
and insensitively toward an
opponent. It is also because not
losing one’s concentration and
intensity of spirit, even after
completing a successful move, is
considered crucial.

The biggest distinction of
Japanese professional baseball
lies in the way its spectators
behave. Fans of each team
will unite as one, singing
fight songs to the sound of
trumpets and taiko drums,
releasing massive numbers of
balloons into the air, slapping
tiny plastic bats together, and
cheering their team on with
unending enthusiasm.

Olympics for athletes over sixty

Every year since 1988, senior athletes over the age of sixty
in Japan participate in a sports and culture event called the
“Nenrinpics,” so named by combining nenrin, or the age rings
of a tree, with the word Olympics. This sports festival lasts for
four days and involves a variety of events, including tennis, a
marathon, kendo (Japanese fencing), ping-pong, the board games
of go and shogi (Japanese chess), and haiku (Japanese poetry). Each
prefecture in the country takes a turn hosting this event.

High school baseball
players bring dirt home

Summer in Japan is the time for
the national high school baseball
tournament known as “Koshien,”
which pits approximately four
thousand high school baseball
teams throughout the country
against each other in qualifying
tournaments to reach this
hallowed competition. Although
Koshien—which marks its
centennial this year—features
student athletes, all games are
broadcast live to the intense
excitement of fans all over Japan.
The high school athletes chosen
to represent their hometowns set
out with heavy expectations laid
upon them, and compete as if their
lives depended on the outcome.
Teams that can’t live up to those
expectations to take home the
championship must push down
their disappointment and claim
dirt from the hallowed diamond to
bring home instead.
The players weeping with regret
as they gather the soil implicitly
declares, “We’ll be back!”—a
memorable sight that will bring a
tear to any spectator’s eye.
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Breaking
Limits with
Spring-Loaded
Limbs
Ken Endo, a researcher and developer in the field of prosthetics, has made it his goal for
a runner with prosthetic legs to beat the 2020 Tokyo Olympic gold medalist’s time in the
100-meter dash at the Tokyo Paralympics.

BIFUE USHIJIMA

W

Ken Endo
Associate
researcher
with Sony
Computer Science
Laboratories

22

HILE prosthetic legs are
worn by people who have
lost their own limbs due
to illness or accidents,
running-specific prostheses, called
“leaf springs,” are fashioned from thin
carbon composite for superior elasticity,
enabling their wearers to run at impressive
speeds. No matter how superior these
new prosthetics are, however, records are
broken only by combining them with the
physical ability of the competitor.
“Just because we’ve increased the
elasticity of the leaf springs doesn’t mean
the prosthetics become faster,” explains
Ken Endo, an associate researcher with
Sony Computer Science Laboratories. “The
springs need to be designed in accordance
with the physical strength and body
balance of the competitor. Furthermore,
the competitor’s muscle strength and
physical potential fluctuate from moment
to moment, so the prosthetics, as part of
the body, must be constantly changing as
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well.” Endo researched robotic prosthetics
at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) until 2012. He returned
to Japan in April that year, and now
pursues the research and development of
prostheses geared for running.
Endo started his research into runningspecific prostheses by gaining an
understanding of the difference between
walking and running. Legs may seem to
move identically during both activities,
but the way in which the muscles are
used and how the feet push off the ground
during each movement actually differ.
When a person is walking, the force
exerted by the ground on a body or object
in contact with it—known as the “ground
reaction force”—is generated at two
separate peaks: when the sole of the foot
touches the ground, and when the foot
pushes off the ground at the rear. When
running, however, these two movements
occur simultaneously, generating ground
reaction force only once. “Walking

These “leaf springs” are designed for sprinting speeds

and running are so different that they could be
considered completely different movements,”
Endo observes.
The robotic prosthetics Endo has been
researching since his MIT days are designed with
walking, standing, sitting and climbing stairs
in mind; their purpose is to make everyday life
more comfortable. The motors installed in the
knees and ankles offer support for leg movement,
and can be adjusted via software to provide more
complex movement. Running-specific prostheses,
on the other hand, are designed with the physical
strength of the competitor in mind, and therefore
must be custom-made for each athlete. At the
same time, competitors must learn how to run and
position their torsos in a manner compatible with
the springs of their prosthetics.
Initially, Endo wasn’t familiar with the ins
and outs of track and field, but soon became
acquainted with former track and field Olympian
Dai Tamesue. In May 2014, while continuing
to conduct primary research at his current lab,
he founded Xiborg, a company promoting the
development and use of prosthetic legs. Xiborg

Ken Endo’s robotic prosthetics, such as this foot, are geared to
make everyday movement more natural

has contracts with three of Japan’s top track and
field athletes with physical disabilities. At regular
practice sessions, Endo and Tamesue meet with
prosthetists as well as other athletes to discuss and
fine-tune the development of Xiborg’s prosthetics.
Although just a little over a year has passed since
Xiborg was founded, its associated athletes have
continued to gradually improve on their personal
records.
“First we are aiming for a Paralympian fitted
with prosthetics we created to compete at the 2016
Paralympics in Rio,” Endo says. “Then, at the 2020
Tokyo Paralympics, our goal will be to beat the
Olympic winner’s time in the 100-meter sprint.”
The goal is not limited to just the world record,
however. By opening up the development of
Xiborg’s prosthetics to the public, he wants to
spotlight the conditions of the physically disabled
and the tenacity of Paralympians. “I think it’s
amazing that people with amputated limbs who
were previously unable to walk are now able to
run this quickly when equipped with prosthetics,”
Endo declares. “I’d like to be able to help these
people contribute to society through sports.”
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Cultivating
the Spark
Alexander Bennett

Alexander Bennett’s only knowledge of
the martial art of kendo before he came
to Japan was something he read on a
cereal box. Now he’s an internationally
recognized expert whose life revolves
around the way of the sword.
SELENA HOY

“P

Alexander Bennett wields his shinai (bamboo sword)

24

| highlighting japan

RETTY much everything I do
is connected in one way or
another to my kendo, for good
or for bad,” Alexander Bennett
says. “It puts a lot of pressure on your
everyday life to live according to your ideal.
But if you can’t live according to your ideal,
you can’t do ideal kendo, because your kendo
is the way that you live.”
Now a professor at Kansai University,
Bennett had no intention of trying kendo,
the Japanese martial art of swordsmanship,
when he first came to Japan as a high school
exchange student from New Zealand in 1987.
In fact, he didn’t really know what kendo
was; his only exposure to the art was reading
about it on a cereal box a few years before.
Bennett wanted to play soccer, but his
host mother suggested that he try something
more Japanese. He recalls stepping into the
training hall for the first time to see figures
dressed in armor resembling Darth Vader
whacking each other with shinai (bamboo
swords). “I didn’t know what they were
doing,” he recalls, “and it looked like it hurt,

a lot. It’s quite vicious. I was actually afraid at first. But
the mindset of the guy in charge, Sano-sensei, was
that if you rock up, that’s it. It’s like the Eagles song
‘Hotel California.’ You can never leave.”
Despite that intimidating introduction, Bennett
soon became hooked on kendo, studying not only
the physical techniques required but its spiritual and
philosophical underpinnings as well. After finishing
up his year abroad and returning to Christchurch, New
Zealand, he started the city’s first kendo club. He soon
returned to Japan on a working holiday visa, followed
by a stint studying martial arts at International Budo
University in Chiba and a sponsorship from the
Naginata Federation (naginata is a martial art using
traditional Japanese polearms) that allowed him to
work and train in the martial arts. Degrees in the
Japanese language, culture and history followed.
Twenty-five years passed in a blink. “Sometimes it
doesn’t quite feel real,” he notes. “It feels like a dream
that just keeps going on and on.”
Dr. Alexander Bennett is now one of the world’s
top authorities on kendo. He holds a seventh dan
(rank) in the art, is a member of the All Japan Kendo
Federation’s International Committee as well as the
director of the Japanese Academy of Budo and the
head coach of New Zealand’s national kendo team.
He’s also the editor-in-chief of the English-language
magazine Kendo World, and holds two PhDs related to
Japanese martial arts. His book Kendo: Culture of the
Sword, published in July 2015, covers kendo’s history
as well as its philosophical and cultural evolution.
Bennett’s next challenge is reaching eighth
dan—the highest rank now possible in kendo. Kendo
practitioners must wait ten years after achieving the
seventh rank to even take the test. The minimum
age is forty-six, and the success rate is less than one
percent.
According to Bennett, a practitioner’s kendo
evolves with age. “It becomes more minimalistic,
more spiritual in a way,” he explains. “Obviously the
physical side is very important, but as that sort of
deteriorates, it is compensated for by an even stronger
power, and that is your psychological power. So when
I’m training with students, basically I am trying to

Bennett is now a world-renowned authority on kendo

overpower them with ki (spirit or life force).
“That’s the realm I’m trying to break into” he
continues, “while also maintaining a beauty in form,
but strength in spirit.” Reaching the eighth-dan level,
however, is not his ultimate objective. “That’s just a
milestone along the way. It’s more than the result itself;
it’s the process. It’s working out how you can create
your art, your kendo—that beauty and that strength.”
Bennett estimates there are around two million
kendo practitioners worldwide, with 1.5 million of
them in Japan. However, he says, kendo is growing
rapidly internationally. And although kendo can be
bewildering at first and you may have to put yourself
through a lot of hardship, he says, “I think there
comes a point where it’s all or nothing. You go through
your whole life doing things halfheartedly, but when
you’re in the kendo environment, if you do things
halfheartedly, you might as well not be there, because
it’s not much fun. When you actually take that leap
and throw yourself into it, sacrifice yourself, commit
yourself, there will come a time where something will
spark in your mind.
“You just have to be an analogue human,” he
concludes, “and get in touch with your emotions and
your physicality and the strange bond between your
mind and your body. So my advice is just keep going
until one day you experience that spark.”
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WOMEN IN THE LEAD

Yuko Arimori with the children at a Cambodian elementary school

YUKO ARIMORI

DISCOVERING
THE POWER OF
SPORTS

© HEARTS OF GOLD

Series

Yuko Arimori won two Olympic marathon medals,
and she’s been using the power of sports to help
others ever since. As president of the NPO Hearts
of Gold, her mission is to bring hope and courage to
people regardless of country, race or physical ability.

SHANNON JIH

R

ENOWNED marathon runner Yuko
Arimori first captured the hearts of
people by winning a silver medal in the
1992 Barcelona Olympics, followed by
a bronze in the 1996 Atlanta Olympics. She was
named Japanese Athlete of the Year in both those
years. In 1996, Arimori also became the first runner
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ever to be awarded with professional status as an athlete
by the Japan Association of Athletics Federations,
making a great contribution toward helping her fellow
amateur athletes in the country legitimately accept
sponsorships.
That same year, the newspaper Sankei Shimbun
invited Arimori to lend her athletic experience at
the Angkor Wat International Half Marathon to both
promote the banning of landmines and to help children

© HEARTS OF GOLD

At the finish line of the Angkor Wat International Half Marathon

in Cambodia affected by landmines. Engaging with
children through sports seemed natural to Arimori,
since athletics have played an essential role in her life
since a young age. Her days as a runner began after
winning a 100-meter race in junior high school—the
first time she felt real confidence in herself. “Winning
with my own feet gave me so much self-confidence,”
Arimori recalls. “And it made me want more for
myself.”
Arimori’s recognition of the power of sports was
boosted again in 1997 during the second year of the
Angkor Wat International Half Marathon, when
Cambodia was on the brink of civil unrest. All people,
regardless of political belief, were invited to stand
together at the starting line and call for peace in
Cambodia.
“I realized that sports had the power to make
society healthy (by preventing conflict),” Arimori
says. “Sports could bring about a change for peace.”
That realization led her to create her charity NGO
Hearts of Gold in 1998, the first nongovernmental
Japanese organization to focus on sports as a means
for societal change.
Working primarily in Cambodia, Hearts of Gold
promotes development through sports and programs
that help children gain skills for independence. In

Arimori gives some practical guidance to young relay runners

particular, the organization has worked closely with
the Cambodian government to improve the country’s
physical education program, and elementary
and junior high schools there have now begun
implementing physical education classes.
Arimori believes that through sports, people
not only learn about physical health but also about
mental health in regards to teamwork, respecting
your competitors, and following rules. “These skills
are necessary to live in society,” she declares. “Our
goal isn’t to teach people to become athletes, but
rather through sports to provide them with the
strength to live.”
Sports have continued to set Arimori’s course.
Currently the director of Rights, Inc., whose motto
is “Be happy with SPORTS,” she is also the president
of the Special Olympics Nippon Foundation. First
asked to participate in the latter organization by an
associate in 2001, Arimori simply accepted the roles
given to her. “I handle things as they come,” she
notes. “I don’t choose the positions. But I believe that
there has to be a reason they come to me.”
As the 2020 Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics
approach, Arimori hopes that more people can
discover that sports have the power to make people
healthy and happy.

october 2015

|

27

Series

DELECTABLE JOURNEYS

1

The Salt
of Life
Niigata
Prefecture
Nagoya Nagano
City Prefecture
Asuke
Aichi
Prefecture

Salt from the sea and other essential
goods were hauled along Salt Road from
Japan’s coastal areas to the mountainous
territories inland—and delivered even to
mortal enemies in need.

NOAM KATZ
2
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HERE is a long-standing Japanese proverb
that advises, “Give salt to your enemies.”
The saying entered the Japanese vernacular
after Uesugi Kenshin—a powerful daimyo
(feudal lord) in the 1500s who ruled the province
of Echigo (in modern-day Niigata Prefecture)—
delivered salt to his long-time rival, Takeda Shingen,
who controlled the province of Kai (in modern-day
Yamanashi Prefecture), after neighboring lands
blockaded Takeda’s salt supply. “Wars are to be won
with swords and spears, not with rice and salt,”
Uesugi declared.
The ocean was Japan’s sole source of salt before
international trade began. This created a logistical
challenge not only for daimyo in landlocked
provinces but also for villagers living far from the
coast who needed salt as a seasoning and food
preservative. What was informally known as Salt
Road—various routes that spanned the prefectures
of Aichi, Nagano and Niigata—played a critical role
in transporting this essential commodity to inland
communities.
The salt transported via Salt Road was mainly
harvested on the coastlines of the Pacific Ocean side
of Japan, Aichi Prefecture’s coastal areas and near
Niigata Prefecture along the Sea of Japan. Packed into
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One of the shrines along Shiotsuke Kaido (Salt Road) in Nagoya
Shio daifuku at Takasago Honke, a traditional sweets shop
Colorful tiles in Nagoya mark Shiotsuke Kaido
Toshio Taguchi in his Edo Era home
The streets of Asuke—the vestiges of Salt Road

straw sacks called tawara, the precious mineral was
then carried through the mountains on the backs of
horses, cattle or human porters to its primary trade
destination: the aptly-named town of Shiojiri (shio
means salt, and jiri refers to the end of the path) in
Nagano Prefecture.
In Aichi Prefecture, Nagoya City’s Minami Ward
marks the beginning of salt’s journey from the Pacific
Ocean side. Coastal land reclamation has long since
consumed the original salt beds near the sea, with
housing covering the former salt pans, but signs and
stone posts identify sections of the ten-kilometer
stretch formally known as Shiotsuke Kaido (Salt
Road) that led into the heart of the city close to
Nagoya Castle, there intersecting with other routes
heading inland.
A walking course between Sakurayama and
Gokiso subway stations invites visitors to stroll
approximately 1.5 kilometers along part of Shiotsuke
Kaido. The path passes historical sites that include a
few shrines and temples and a series of unique jizo
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statues—each with the head of a horse—that dot the
road at intervals of ten cho (a traditional unit, with ten
cho equal to about 1.09 kilometers). These jizo allowed
porters and other laborers to pray for safe passage and
served as watering stations for the horses that hauled
the heavy loads of salt.
Those transporters naturally stopped for
refreshments near the path, and the walking course
takes visitors past the traditional Japanese sweets
shop of Takasago Honke. Founded over sixty years
ago, this establishment re-creates the taste of shio
daifuku (salt and bean mochi dumplings), which are
sweets eaten since the Salt Road days that are filled
with anko (sweet red bean paste), surrounded by a
chewy mochi outer covering lightly flavored with salt.
“The addition of salt helps balance the sweetness
of the anko,” explains Takashi Shinohara, the shop’s
representative director, and on a warm, sunny day
it is easy to see that this would have provided a
welcome burst of energy to the salt transporters of
times past.
Just over forty kilometers inland from Nagoya,
the riverside town of Asuke was a convenient way
station along the route to Nagano known as Chuma
Kaido. In fact, the Chinese characters of the town’s
name indicate it is a place to “rest legs,” and the legs
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in need of rest were not just human, as packhorses
were also given a respite from carrying the heavy
tawara bundles weighing nearly 120 kilograms. At
Yamashiroya, one of the few remaining lodges from
the Salt Road era still in operation, the dining area
adjacent to the Meiji Period (1868–1912) inn was
formerly a stable for horses.
Several eateries in Asuke pay homage to the town’s
salty history. At Bikkuriya, situated near the entrance
to the town, visitors can sample a local specialty
known as goheimochi—rice cakes carried by salt porters
and other feudal era travelers as a snack. Boiled rice
is wrapped around a wooden stick and then typically
coated with either miso paste or soy sauce—both of
which include sea salt as an ingredient—before being
grilled, resulting in a mouthwatering taste both sweet
and savory.
Across the Asuke River and closer to the historical
town center, a restaurant called Shio-no-Michizureya
offers an authentic culinary experience—starting
with the building itself, a 130-year-old Meiji Period
structure that owner and Asuke local Yoshinobu
Matsui remodeled with a group of volunteers. Matsui’s
restaurant dishes up fresh, hand-pounded buckwheat
soba noodles accompanied by a seaweed-sourced
salt known as moshio. Matsui recommends eating the
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soba noodles first with only a pinch of moshio before
dipping them in the mentsuyu noodle soup or adding
other condiments. Moshio has a smoother taste than
standard table salt. “Some people forget to use the
mentsuyu and just eat it with the salt,” Matsui notes.
On the way out of Shio-no-Michizureya, visitors can
peruse other local food and craft products at the Asuke
Maido Shoten shop next door.
Asuke performed another important function back
in the Salt Road days: standardizing the salt shipments
that arrived not only from Aichi but other areas such
as the Seto Inland Sea. “The various salt bundles
were packed in different weights, and had different
properties depending on their origin,” explains
Hiroyuki Okamoto, the ninth-generation operator of
Tabacoya Shioza, once a salt and tobacco wholesaler.
Okamoto’s ancestors and those of twelve other
wholesalers sorted salt to achieve a standard taste and
quality, and repacked it in tawara for the journey to
Nagano.
Just a short drive further uphill and then over the
forested Isegami Pass, which reaches an elevation of
nearly 780 meters, is the old mountain valley town of
Inabu.
Since the pass was one of the most difficult to cross
along the Chuma Kaido, Inabu became an important
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stopping point where tired transporters would rest,
stay the night and change their horses. In its heyday the
town was lined with salt wholesalers, traditional inns
and stores, making for a bustling scene with several
hundred people passing through each day. Though
the town is quieter now, some of those quaint wooden
shops still flank its streets.
Vehicles have long since been replaced horses,
and gasoline and natural gas are now transported
instead of salt along Chuma Kaido (now National Route
153) between Aichi and Nagano. Nevertheless, the
importance of this route remains unchanged, according
to Toshio Taguchi, the chairman of the Asuke Tourist
Association. “The route that once handled salt, which
provided energy for biological life, now supplies energy
in the form of fossil fuels,” he says. “In that regard,
perhaps it could be called Energy Road.” All told, Salt
Road continues to thrive as a lifeline.
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One of the horsehead jizo statues found along Shiotsuke Kaido
The shop Bikkuriya pays homage to the Salt Road era
Goheimochi—a sweet-and-savory snack popular with the salt
porters
Fresh buckwheat noodles with moshio, a salt made from
seaweed, at Shio-no-Michizureya
Salt Road salt at Tabacoya Shioza
Toy horses carry their tawara burdens, just as their full-sized
forebears once did
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Undo-kai

he opening ceremony of the 1964 Tokyo
Olympics was held on October 10, which in
1966 became a national public holiday known
as Health and Sports Day. (In the year 2000, the
date changed to the second Monday in October.)
Many schools hold athletic events and sports
meets on this day, dividing their students into
color-coded teams of red and white to compete

in relay races and cheering contests. Schools also
hold coordinated group gymnastics and dance
presentations featuring an entire class, all the
male or all the female students, or even the whole
student body. During the recess break, parents and
relatives who have come to cheer on their children
often provide boxed lunches in the schoolyard, and
everyone gathers to eat and enjoy the great outdoors.
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