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Japan’s National Parks

How they began

The Japanese government designated its first group of 12 national parks in the three
years from 1934 to 1936, following the passage of the National Parks Act in 1931.
One of its provisions was that the parks — selected for the exceptional beauty of their
landscapes — should contribute to people’s health and happiness by offering access to
activities such as mountain trekking, fishing, and camping. Many of the parks are rich

in hot springs, and hot-spring bathing was one of the activities on the list.

The creation of national parks was an idea that originated in the United States
(Congress had established its first national park, Yellowstone, in 1872), but Japan took
a different approach. While the U.S. had vast tracts of uninhabited wilderness that
could be designated national parks, Japan’s national parks have always included
privately owned land. (In one extreme case, over nine-tenths of Ise-Shima National
Park is in private hands.) The symbiotic relationship between nature and human

inhabitants is an intrinsic feature of these parks.

The first national parks in Japan included several internationally known locations, such
as Fuji-Hakone National Park, home to Mt. Fuji, long a symbol of Japan. Nikko
National Park, a mountainous area north of Tokyo, had been a destination since the
late nineteenth century for wealthy foreign merchants escaping the summer heat. Other

national parks were set in pristine and remote mountainous areas.




Writing in 1932 and using the rather mystical, nationalistic language that was typical
of that era, Oshima Tatsujiro, director-general of the branch of the Home Ministry that
administered the national parks, painted a vision of them as “the essence of the land

99 ¢

inherited from our ancestors,” “the concentrated essence of Japan, Land of the Gods,”
and “the cradle of the Japanese spirit, the incubator and embodiment of Japanese
culture.” The same could be said of the hot springs found throughout Towada-
Hachimantai National Park, a vast expanse of volcanically active terrain in the

northernmost part of Japan’s main island of Honshu.
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Towada-Hachimantai National Park

A unique hot-spring culture

Tranquil lakes surrounded by virgin forests.
Living, breathing volcanoes.

Healing hot-spring inns deep in the mountains.

(Official slogan of Towada-Hachimantai National Park)

Towada-Hachimantai National Park developed in two stages. The northern section,
encompassing Lake Towada, Oirase Gorge, and the Hakkoda Mountains, was
designated a national park in 1936. Twenty years later, the Hachimantai section to the
south became part of the park. Both northern and southern sections feature volcanoes

and hot springs, and the unique scenery and culture associated with them.

Even before the northern section was chosen as a park site in 1936, the Hakkoda
Mountains area centered around Sukayu Onsen was known for its hot-spring inns.
Because this area was covered in deep snow half the year, it was sparsely inhabited,
but people went for lengthy hot-spring cures (toji) at the inns, which were known as
tojiba. After the area was designated a national park, parking lots, campgrounds, and
restrooms were developed in the vicinity of the inns to accommodate more visitors,

and it gradually grew popular with mountain climbers and skiers.

The hot springs in the Hachimantai section were undeveloped when it became part of




the national park in 1956. They were popular with nearby residents, especially farmers
in the off-season, but had none of the resort atmosphere found in hot-spring towns
elsewhere in the country. The hot springs also had unique features, ranging from self-
catering (jisui) kitchen facilities for long stays to ondoru, a system that allowed users
to soak up geothermal heat through straw mats spread out on the ground, often in a
simple, barrack-like building. The park’s landscape — harsh and devoid of human
habitation, with the sole exception of the inns — was seen as the perfect setting for this

distinctive hot-spring culture.

Precious cultural landscapes

Towada-Hachimantai’s therapeutic hot-spring inns, with their old wooden buildings
and unique culture, set against a backdrop of mountains, volcanoes, fumaroles, and
beech forests, are collectively described as a “cultural landscape” — the Ministry of the
Environment’s term for an environment created by people living in harmony with the
natural world around them. The Hachimantai Regional Plan of 1986 stressed the
importance of preserving and invigorating the landscapes associated with the

therapeutic hot-spring culture.

Gateways to nature
Despite the presence of these cultural landscapes, the proportion of land under private
ownership in Towada-Hachimantai is, at just 5 percent, one of the lowest among

Japan’s 34 national parks.

The hot-spring inns tend to be in the remotest areas of the park: deep in the forest, high
in the mountains, nestled in secluded valleys, or close to volcanoes. Many of them shut
down during the winter because the heavy snowfall renders them inaccessible. This
remoteness, however, also means that the inns are perfectly situated for getting out
into nature. Some were founded by hikers for hikers, so they are conveniently situated
right at the entrance to mountain trails. Paths linking one inn to another make it
possible to trek the length and breadth of the park, staying at a different hot-spring inn
every night.

Gentler walking options are also available. The Tamagawa Onsen Nature Research

Path and the Goshogake Nature Research Path, for example, are both short trails,




walkable in a half hour, that offer access to a whole host of geothermal phenomena —
from volcanic gas and bubbling pools to Monroe’s lip (Cladonia vulcani), a pistachio-
colored lichen that thrives in high-sulfur environments. In short, a visit to the old
therapeutic hot-spring inns of Towada-Hachimantai National Park is a great way to

return to a simpler time and to reconnect with nature.
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The Mixed Bathing Project

The future of konyoku

One distinctive feature of the hot springs in Towada-Hachimantai National Park is the
large number of mixed baths (konyoku-buro). The hot springs’ original visitors — local
farmers who came with their families to relax in the off-season — had fewer inhibitions
about piling into baths packed with people of both sexes. People nowadays are used to
bathing alone or in sex-segregated baths. They can feel uneasy about bathing with
strangers, let alone strangers of the opposite sex. They are often unacquainted with the
local therapeutic hot-spring inn culture, and why that has resulted in the persistence of
mixed bathing in this part of Japan. This difference in attitudes poses an existential

challenge for the Towada-Hachimantai area’s long-standing mixed-bathing culture.

It was to address this challenge that the Ministry of the Environment launched the
Mixed Bathing Project in November 2021. The project’s goal is to preserve the culture
of therapeutic hot-spring bathing, of which mixed bathing is such an important
element, by working with Towada-Hachimantai’s hot-spring inn proprietors and other

stakeholders to analyze and address the problems that mixed baths currently face.

There is no simple “one size fits all” solution to the problem. To the timid bather, a
small or indoor mixed bath will be more unnerving than a large or outdoor one. Baths
with transparent water are less comfortable than those with milky water. Different

baths may need different solutions.




Even before the Mixed Bathing Project, all the inns in Towada-Hachimantai National
Park had made modifications to help female patrons feel more at ease, such as
shielding the entrance to mixed baths so that by the time women emerged into the

communal bath, they were already submerged up to their necks.

Of course, the simplest solution would seem to be to get all patrons to cover up in the
bath, but there is resistance to that idea too. Many patrons don’t want to be forced to
wear anything; according to surveys, they feel strongly that bathing in the nude is
natural. There are also hygiene issues associated with people bringing their own

swimwear.

At the same time, the idea of covering up in the bath is not completely foreign to
Japanese culture. From old pictures, we can see that women sometimes wore
diaphanous robes and got the men they hired to scrub their backs to wear a blindfold.

There is even a Japanese word — yuamigi — for modesty garments worn in mixed baths.

Less nudity, more customers?

So what practical steps has the Mixed Bathing Project taken so far? In the first year of
the project, the Ministry of the Environment identified Sukayu Onsen, the largest of
the hot-spring inns in Towada-Hachimantai National Park, as the ideal test site
because of its gigantic and nationally renowned indoor mixed bath. Based on
discussions with the Ministry, special yuamigi days were introduced for that bath,
when all patrons, male and female, would have to wear the garments during specified
times. According to surveys conducted by the Ministry, the experiment yielded
positive results. Women and couples started coming in greater numbers, creating a
lively, uninhibited atmosphere similar to the old days when the bath was full of folksy
farmers. As well as continuing with the yuamigi-day experiment at Sukayu, in the
second year of the project the Ministry began exploring ways to make mixed baths
more accessible through solutions other than the wearing of yuamigi. Since the third
year the Ministry has been seeking to educate the public about the value of the culture

surrounding therapeutic hot springs and the importance of preserving mixed bathing.
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The History of Hot-Spring Therapy (7oji)

Pilgrims of health

Records show that the practice of visiting hot springs for therapeutic reasons dates
back to the Nara period (710-784). Originally, however, only aristocrats had the time
and money to travel to hot springs. The practice became more widespread in the early

seventeenth century, after Japan was unified under the Tokugawa shogunate.

Ironically, when travel finally became safe in the Edo period (1603—1867), most forms
of travel were prohibited. Among the few exceptions were religious pilgrimages and
trips for hot-spring cures. People traveling for health reasons had to get a special
permit to show at the checkpoints along their route. While the wealthy would be
transported in palanquins, ordinary citizens walked — carrying their futons, a supply of
rice, and possibly even an infirm elderly relative on their back. During the Edo period,
guidebooks were published to educate the public about the different health benefits of

the country’s many hot springs.

Over time, the focus of hot-spring visits began to switch from therapy to pleasure, and
by the eighteenth century, Japanese spa towns, like their counterparts in Europe,
became more sociable places. Because visitors generally stayed for several weeks, they

would get to know other guests and strike up friendships.

Japanese society underwent radical changes during the Meiji era (1868—1912). In

addition to an improved standard of medical care that accompanied the introduction of
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scientific health-care practices, changes in lifestyle meant that long-stay hot-spring
therapy, or toji, fell out of favor. Naturally, this only served to accelerate the hot

springs’ shift away from serving as health destinations toward being tourist spots.

As the twentieth century advanced, people — particularly “salarymen” — started going
to hot springs in large groups. Hulking reinforced-concrete buildings replaced modest
and elegant wooden structures, and the old traditions of hot-spring therapy and its

culture withered away even further.

Yet there was one part of Japan where the old culture survived: the remoter parts of
Tohoku in the northeast of Honshu. Tohoku is a major farming region, and local
farmers used to come to hot springs for long stays with their families in the off-season

to recuperate from the physical labor of the previous year and prepare for the next.

Because the same farming families would visit the same hot spring at the same time
every year, the atmosphere was relaxed and convivial. People would swap food
(mountain vegetables they had picked locally or specialties from their own villages
they had brought with them), gather to sing folk songs, and hold sentimental farewell
parties when a group headed home. Nowadays, other than dairy farmers, there are few
full-time farmers left in Japan. Even in Tohoku, customers opting for the traditional
long-stay, self-catering options rather than full-board accommodations are decreasing

and now account for under 10 percent of visitors.
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The History of Konyoku

Mixed feelings about mixed bathing

Many of the public baths and hot-spring baths in Japan were mixed until the Meiji era (1868—
1912), despite sporadic efforts to outlaw the “morally corrupt” practice of mixed bathing in

Edo (present-day Tokyo). The sight of people of both sexes bathing together was shocking to
the first Western visitors to Japan in the mid-nineteenth century, who were as prudish as they

were jingoistic.

Consider this passage from an 1856 account by Francis L. Hawks of U.S. Navy Commodore

Matthew Perry’s expeditions to Japan in the early 1850s:

A scene at one of the public baths, where the sexes mingled indiscriminately,
unconscious of their nudity, was not calculated to impress the Americans with a very
favorable opinion of the morals of the inhabitants. This may not be a universal practice
throughout Japan, and indeed is said by the Japanese near us not to be; but the Japanese
people of the inferior ranks are undoubtedly, notwithstanding their moral superiority to

most oriental nations, a lewd people.[1]

Early editions of Hawks’s book also included an illustration of a Japanese bathhouse showing
men, women, and children bathing together. This proved so alarming to American readers that

it was removed from later editions of the book.

Foreign visitors were predisposed to take a dim view of Japanese bathing habits because they

tended to conflate mixed bathing with the sexual disinhibition of the culture at large. Edward
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Barrington de Fonblanque, an Englishman who visited Japan in 1860, described the Japanese
as “depraved, sensual, and obscene in every sense,” going on to warn his readers about the
“indecencies found not only in books and pictures, but . . . painted on their porcelain,
embossed on their lacquer, carved in their ivory, and surreptitiously conveyed into their
fans.”[2]

Desperate to be seen as an equal by the “civilized” great powers of the West, the Meiji
government banned mixed bathing in towns in February 1869. Even today, only mixed baths
that predate the ban are allowed to remain in operation, while opening a new mixed bath is
prohibited.

Why did the vilified culture of mixed bathing survive and thrive in Tohoku? There are
multiple reasons, among them the limited number of naturally occurring springs (making one
bath for both sexes a more efficient use of resources). Another is the social context in which
the bathing took place, with unpretentious farming families visiting the same hot springs year
after year, or healthy members of the family assisting sick ones into the bath regardless of
gender. The biggest reason of all, however, has to be the sheer remoteness of the place.
Towada-Hachimantai, and the Hachimantai area in particular, was not easily accessible to
visitors from outside the region until after World War II, with many hot-spring resorts only
reachable by foot or on horseback. Road construction programs did not get underway until the
1960s, and the bullet train reached the nearby city of Morioka in 1982.

[1] Francis L. Hawks, Narrative of the Expedition of an American Squadron to the China Seas
and Japan, Performed in the Years 1852, 1853, and 1854 under the Command of Commodore
M.C. Perry, United States Navy (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1856).

[2] Edward Barrington de Fonblanque, Niphon and Pe-che-li; or, Two Years in Japan and
Northern China (London: Saunders, Otley and Company, 1863).
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[1] Francis L. Hawks, Narrative of the Expedition of an American Squadron to the China Seas
and Japan, Performed in the Years 1852, 1853, and 1854 under the Command of Commodore
M.C. Perry, United States Navy. New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1856)

[2 Edward Barrington de Fonblanque, Niphon and Pe-che-li; or, Two Years in Japan and
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Sukayu Onsen

Traditional simplicity on an epic scale

Sukayu Onsen is built on a much larger scale than the other hot-spring inns in
Towada-Hachimantai National Park. The inn has 140 rooms capable of
accommodating 250 guests; it even has a nurse on staff. Located on the flanks of the
Hakkoda Mountains, it faces onto a popular and picturesque motoring road and
provides access to numerous hiking courses around the mountains in summer, as well

as plenty of backcountry skiing in winter.

The hot springs at this spot were first discovered in 1684, and by 1902 there were
multiple separate competing baths whose operators would fight over customers.
Eventually realizing that cooperation was better for business than competition, the
operators merged to form a single company, Sukayu, in 1933. A bus service from the
prefectural capital of Aomori to Sukayu Onsen started in 1934, and the surrounding

Towada-Hakkoda area was designated a national park in 1936.

Sukayu got a further boost soon after World War II. In 1954, Sukayu, along with
Gunma Shima Onsen and Nikko Yumoto Onsen, was designated one of Japan’s first
three National Hot Spring Health Resorts. “In the old days, going to a hot spring didn’t
have the best image. The government wanted to change that image, and we were

chosen as a model,” explains Takada Shintaro of Sukayu Onsen.

Although its market was still restricted to a relatively local clientele, Sukayu thrived.
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In the 1950s, the concourse in front of the inn was a bus station from which tickets
could be purchased to anywhere in Japan. Many of the staff lived on site, and because

the area was so remote, Sukayu was even used as a polling station in national elections.

But it was year-round access, made possible by dramatically improved rail links and
an initiative by Aomori Prefecture to promote winter tourism, that propelled Sukayu
Onsen to the popularity it enjoys today. The initiative promoted both hot springs and
ski resorts. As part of its policy, the prefecture started clearing snow from Sukayu’s
access road, enabling cars and buses to reach it in winter. (The area around Sukayu is

believed to get the heaviest snowfall of anywhere in Japan.)

Traditionally, people came to Sukayu for a hot-spring therapy course lasting about ten
days, based on a three-day cycle of acclimatization and treatment that would be
repeated twice. Although the declining population of full-time farmers, along with
other lifestyle changes, has led to a drop in the number of such long-term visitors,
there are still some left. Recently, a Japanese couple in their sixties stayed for 40
nights. “This place is like a little town unto itself,” says Shintaro. “You have the live-
in staff and the hot-spring cure customers who stay a long time and come back year

after year. They become friends.”
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Sukayu Onsen

The ultimate in mixed bathing

Nowhere is the massive scale of Sukayu Onsen more evident than in its signature
“Bath for a Thousand Bathers” (Senninburo). Two large mixed baths and several hot-
spring waterfalls for massaging the neck and shoulders are housed in an enormous,
pillar-free wooden structure with a four-meter-high ceiling and a floor area of over 264

square meters. The traditional design uses local water-resistant cypress.

“The water is supposed to be good for the skin, for scratches, and for bad circulation,
but it won’t make you smart, improve your personality, or solve your relationship

problems,” Sukayu Onsen staffer Takada Shintaro jokes.

As well as being the biggest and grandest mixed indoor bathing space in Towada-
Hachimantai, the Bath for a Thousand Bathers is also the most daunting for people
with any hint of shyness. Times have changed. Rather than farm families who return
every year, today’s clientele is a mix of tourists, few of whom are used to mixed
bathing. As you emerge from the changing room, you descend a staircase in full view.
And in contrast to outdoor baths, there are no handy rocks or trees to hide behind, nor
any natural scenery to distract the other bathers’ attention. When the men stand

beneath the hot waterfalls, nothing is left to the imagination.

Sukayu has taken steps to make the baths less intimidating. A wooden fence that

extends from the women’s changing room door down into the bath itself enables
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women to enter the water without being seen by other bathers. Women are free to wear
a yuamigi covering in the mixed bath, and yuamigi garments are sold in the reception
area. There are also designated times, morning and evening, set aside for women

bathers only.

Sukayu is also participating in the Ministry of the Environment’s Mixed Bathing
Project. The test run of a few “yuamigi days,” when both men and women have to
wear a covering garment, successfully attracted more women and couples to this
magnificent bath and — surveys show — helped recreate the genial and carefree

atmosphere of earlier times.

“We are always exploring ways to make the mixed bathing experience more authentic
and enjoyable. We may start gradually introducing yuamigi days on a more regular
basis until they become a one-day-a-month fixture. That’s our goal for the future,”

Shintaro says.
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Kyounso

Keeping it in the family

Takahashi Takako is the proprietress of Kyounso, one of three hot-spring inns in
Matsukawa Onsen, a village near the Matsukawa River that flows below Mt. Iwate in
Towada-Hachimantai National Park. She runs the inn with her husband Toshihiko,
who is the business manager. What makes this cluster of inns so unusual is the fact

that they were all established by members of the same family.

Toshihiko’s great-grandfather Sueji was instrumental in developing the first and most
downriver of the three hot springs in Matsukawa, where the inn Shofuso is currently

situated. The place was beautiful, but inaccessible by road.

In the next generation, Toshihiko’s grandfather Fukujiro worked as a subcontractor for
the local sulfur mine. Always a lover of the mountains, Fukujiro was inspired by a
visit to Nikko to set up a hot-spring inn of his own. He acquired the right to use some
land owned by the Forestry Agency, and discovered a hot spring there. When it proved
difficult for him to develop the spring himself, local authorities took over the project.
Although Fukujiro died in 1953 at the relatively young age of 57, the village built a
subsidized “people’s inn” (kokumin shukusha) there with hot-spring baths and a

campsite, which opened in 1960.

Toshihiko’s father Nakaei wanted to follow in the footsteps of Sueji and Fukujiro and

keep developing the area. He collaborated with Toshihiko’s aunt Uwano Harue, and
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they opened the third local inn, Matsukawaso, in 1961. In 1980, Toshihiko purchased
the “people’s inn” that had been the brainchild of his grandfather Fukujiro from the
village, and relaunched it as Kyounso. In this way, a single family had its hand in all

three of Matsukawa Onsen’s hot-spring inns.
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Kyounso

Bathing among boulders

The exterior of the main building of Kyounso is Western in appearance, with tall,
narrow windows and hints of an Alpine chalet. Inside, however, it is geothermally
heated but thoroughly Japanese in design, with tatami-mat rooms and shoji panels.
“The original design was Western both inside and out, but I prefer the traditional

Japanese style, so I asked the architect to renovate the interior,” Takako explains.

Kyounso has 28 rooms. Of these, just five, located in the older wing behind the main
building, are set aside for long-stay, self-catering foji guests. Enthusiasts of the
traditional hot-spring cure now represent only about 10 percent of the inn’s guests. As
well as those who come mainly for the hot-spring baths, the number of people who
visit to enjoy climbing or backcountry skiing on Mt. Iwate (2,038 m) and Mt.
Hachimantai (1,614 m) has been rising. Incidentally, both mountains are listed in One
Hundred Mountains of Japan, a 1964 classic in which mountaineer Fukada Kyuya
described his favorite 100 summits; it became a bestseller following praise for the

book from Prince Naruhito, who became Emperor of Japan in 2019.

Situated on a terrace overlooking the forest, Kyounso’s mixed outdoor bath is the
symbol of the inn. It incorporates a number of large boulders, including a vertical one
rising from the middle of the bath. It was built in 1982 by a garden designer, hence the
striking arrangement of rocks and the resemblance to an ornamental pond in a classic

Japanese garden.
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Kunimi Onsen Mori Sanso

An inn for tired climbers — and their pets

Some of the hot-spring inns in Towada-Hachimantai evolved as therapy destinations;
others evolved with a focus on hiking. At an altitude of 860 meters on the side of
1,868-meter-high Mt. Akita-Komagatake, Kunimi Onsen Mori Sanso falls clearly into

the second category.

Mori Ryo, grandfather of the current proprietor, Mori Soichi, discovered the hot spring
in the early 1930s when he was out hiking with a friend, and erected the first structure
in 1939. Since there was no road then, all the necessary materials had to be carried

uphill on people’s backs through the remote, densely forested terrain.

“It was such a slog to get up here that at the beginning, we didn’t get any ordinary
guests, just super strong and healthy people who loved hiking,” says Soichi.

The road was built and buses started running in 1963, when Soichi was five years old.
That diversified Mori Sanso’s customer base, as people started coming for the hot
springs as well as for hiking. As transporting food became easier, the inn erected a
large three-story building equipped with a dining room that served meals to

supplement the original single-story lodge for self-catering guests.

Mori Sanso has three baths: a couple of single-sex indoor baths and a small outdoor
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mixed bath that can accommodate five people. Interest in the mixed bath has risen
recently, Soichi says. The inn has no rules about how customers choose to enjoy it —
naked, or wearing a towel or yuamigi (but never a swimsuit!). Mori Sanso also boasts

two special baths for pets with dermatitis.

The vast majority of people come for the hiking, though there are still a few long-stay
toji-style guests. “It was always my grandfather’s ambition to serve hikers, and I’'m
proud to be here at the entrance to the trail. The hikers fill their water bottles with
spring water before setting off for the summit, then take a nice hot bath, clean their

boots, or have a rest on their way back down,” he says.

Soichi feels no pressing need to expand. In fact, he says, he wants to keep things just

as they are, in particular the friendly family atmosphere.
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Kunimi Onsen Mori Sanso

Living with a volcano

With three generations of the Mori family living on the premises, including Soichi’s
92-year-old mother, Mori Sanso feels very much like the family-run business it is. The
Moris have their own distinctive way of life: spending the months from spring through
autumn on the mountain, and the winter down in the city of Morioka. It all sounds
quite idyllic until you remember that Mt. Akita-Komagatake is a live volcano, which

last erupted from September 1970 to January 1971.

“I was in middle school at the time,” Soichi recalls. “There were no rules about
evacuation or staying away from eruptions back then. In fact, when the eruption
occurred, there was a national athletic meet taking place on the mountain, with teams

'79

of climbers racing along trails with weighted backpacks!” The photograph albums that
are kept in the communal dining room include pictures of the teenage Soichi happily

watching the eruption from no great distance.

A far less serious challenge that Mori Sanso faces on a daily basis is dealing with the
hardness of the hot spring’s highly unusual jade-colored water. Soichi has to clean all
the pipes thoroughly once a week to prevent them from breaking under the buildup of
mineral deposits and make sure his guests can enjoy bathing unimpeded. “We bash the
pipes with a piece of wood to detach the scaling, then rinse them out with fresh water,”
Soichi says. Early-morning bathers might notice flakes of whitish crust on the water’s

surface, but when the water is agitated, they soon vanish.
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Toshichi Onsen

Surviving the snow on Mt. Hachimantai

Toshichi Onsen has the highest elevation of any hot spring in the northern part of the
Tohoku region. It is located at a height of 1,400 meters, just 200 meters below the
summit of Mt. Hachimantai. The hot spring itself was discovered in 1928 — long
before the roads that lead to the inn began opening — so people had to carry in the

construction materials for the first inn buildings, which opened in 1932.

“Roads started being built in the park in the 1960s. These enabled cars to get to the
summit of Mt. Hachimantai, which had only been accessible on foot until then. People
compared it to the arrival of Commodore Perry’s Black Ships to force Japan to open
up to the world,” jokes fourth-generation proprietor Abe Takao. Toshichi’s original
toji building was demolished to make room for a new road, prompting the inn to
complete the switch from the old self-catering, long-stay toji model to a ryokan inn

that serves meals.

Both of the roads that go up Mt. Hachimantai — the Jukai Line and the Aspite Line —
close from late October to April, and so does Toshichi Onsen. “We close up shop at
the end of October every year and start boarding up all the windows to keep the snow
out,” Takao says. “Smaller structures, such as dressing rooms and fences, get
disassembled so they won’t be crushed by the snow, and we dismantle all the pipes
that feed hot water into the baths as well. We only have three or four days before the

roads are closed, so we have to work like crazy.”
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But the real struggle begins in mid-April before Toshichi Onsen reopens at the end of
the month. First, Takao has to get permission from the two relevant prefectures to use
the roads, which at this stage have been cleared of snow only about halfway up the
mountain. Takao and his staff drive as far as they can by car, then make their way
through the snow to the ryokan, pulling everything they need behind them on a sled,

like polar explorers.

“Once we get here, we have to dig our way into the buildings and check for wind and
snow damage. The sheer weight of the snow is enough to actually push the buildings
out of place! Sometimes there’s five meters of it, right up to the eaves — and once in a
while even eight or more. But the deeper the snow, the less the damage, because the

snow actually protects the roof from the wind,” Takao explains.
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Toshichi Onsen

One inn’s solutions to the challenges of mixed bathing

The highlight of Toshichi Onsen is a cluster of large mixed outdoor baths that blend
naturally with the volcanic landscape of the steaming, stony flanks of Mt. Hachimantai.
Although the water itself is milky and opaque once you are in it, some guests may find
the walk to it from the changing rooms a bit daunting, since the road overlooks the
baths.

There are practical reasons for the baths being exposed in this way. First, any sort of
enclosed building can trap dangerous gases. Second, structures are kept to a minimum
so they can be dismantled during the snowy months. And third, the fewer fences there

are, the more the bathers can enjoy the spectacular views.

Toshichi Onsen’s proprietor, Abe Takao, is all in favor of people covering up if it
makes them feel more comfortable in the bath. “People often wrap themselves in bath
towels, but they’re not the most convenient thing, so I found a towel company and
started making yuamigi bath garments from toweling. At the beginning, I used a
standard family sewing machine, but it kept breaking down since the material is on the
thick side. I ended up getting myself an industrial sewing machine, and that made

things a lot easier,” he says.

Takao now sells around 1,000 of his handmade yuamigi every year. Prompted by
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demand from his male customers and the Ministry of the Environment’s Mixed

Bathing Project, he added a toweling kilt for men to his lineup in 2022.

Making yuamigi is far from the only thing Takao does over the winter months when
the inn is closed. Based in his office in the nearby town of Kazuno, he develops the
next year’s menu, arranges the sourcing of ingredients, and handles sales. “We take
group reservations from the travel agencies starting in December and open up for
individual reservations in January,” Takao says. “The public holidays always sell out
first. April is busy with people coming to see the ‘snow corridor,” when the road
snakes its way between great walls of snow. Then, in June, they come for the ‘Dragon
Eye,’ a circle of blue water surrounded by a ring of white snow that appears in the

middle of a bright blue pond as the ice and snow melt; it’s said to resemble a giant eye.”
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Fuke no Yu

Undefeated by a landslide

Fuke no Yu lies deep in the heart of nature. Nestled in a little fold on the slopes of Mt.
Hachimantai at an altitude of 1,100 meters, the inn gets its name from the fumaroles
(fuke) all around it. Fuke no Yu was founded in 1621, just five years after the death of
Tokugawa leyasu, Japan’s first shogun. When Abe Kyoko, the present proprietress,
handed the reins to her son in 2005, he became the 18th generation of the family to run

the inn.

“The first toji building that went up on the site was a simple structure with a cedar-
bark roof,” Kyoko says. “People used to come by horse or by ox, bringing their own
luggage and food with them. They would lie on straw mats spread over the ground
inside the same low-slung, barrack-like buildings where they slept.” This system of
warming the body atop geothermally heated ground is called ondoru. There is more to

ondoru than heat; the minerals from the steam are absorbed through the skin.

Fuke no Yu flourished over the centuries, and by the 1970s there was a main ryokan
building and a cluster of 16 foji buildings that could accommodate upwards of 600
ondoru guests, earning it the nickname “Fuke no Yu Ginza” because of the sheer
number of people bustling around. But early in the morning of May 12, 1973, 350
years of history were wiped out when a landslide destroyed all the buildings except the

ryokan, which was on higher ground on the far side of a stream.
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“Luckily for us, the disaster happened just after the Golden Week national holiday. We
didn’t have many customers and nobody was hurt,” says Kyoko, who was 33 at the
time. “For the next 10 years, though, no travel agent would send anyone to us. We
continued to pay our 60 staff for two years, but we couldn’t keep doing that forever.

Eventually, we had to tell them to go and find work elsewhere.”

Informed that it would cost over ¥4 billion to clear the land and restore Fuke no Yu
Ginza to its original scale, Kyoko opted instead to focus on creating a “bathing theme
park” with a range of different baths centered around the surviving ryokan. She still
feels nostalgic for the old fojiba atmosphere. “It was a very human environment.
People talked to one another. That old spirit of give and take and everyone getting
along is almost gone now,” she says. “Japan’s onsen culture is unique in the world. We

must treasure it and make sure we don’t lose it.”
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Fuke no Yu

Not all outdoor baths are created equal

Abe Tosuke, the 14th-generation head of Fuke no Yu, was something of a
philanthropist. Eager to turn Hachimantai into a popular destination, he had trails built
to the summit of Mt. Hachimantai and made other improvements to the surrounding
area. Tosuke was also instrumental in securing national park designation in 1956 for
Hachimantai. He enjoys the honor of having a forest in the park, Tosuke Forest, named

after him.

Abe Kyoko, the proprietress of Fuke no Yu, sees Tosuke as a man ahead of his time. “I
believe that people should eat well, bathe in the hot springs, go hiking, and breathe
good fresh air. The key to health lies in combining all those things. In seeking to create

a Hachimantai where you could do all that, Tosuke was a pioneer,” she says.

This holistic attitude is reflected in the outdoor baths of Fuke no Yu, for which Kyoko
has coined a new term. In her lexicon, there are rotenburo (outdoor baths), and then
there are yatenburo (wild outdoor baths). The “wild” baths at Fuke no Yu sit in the
middle of the valley, a good 200 meters from the ryokan, providing 360-degree views
of the surrounding mountains. In line with Kyoko’s “bathing theme park ambitions,
these present a unique variety of mixed bathing options, including two square wooden
baths (masuburo), four tubs made from old miso barrels (faruburo), and a rock-lined

bath with loose pebbles covering its floor (iwaburo).
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The food served at the ryokan is also in line with Kyoko’s wellness philosophy.
Additives are scrupulously avoided; local ingredients are championed, such as
Hachimantai pork, locally grown vegetables, and mountain vegetables; and wait staff

introduce all the dishes with a description of their stated health benefits.
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Tsuru no Yu

An origin story for a high-pedigree hot spring

Most old hot springs have an origin story. Many involve wounded animals being
miraculously cured by a dip in the hot-spring water. Tsuru no Yu goes one better with
a story that combines an animal legend with real historical figures from the

seventeenth century.

Once upon a time, a wealthy old man fell ill and became impoverished. While his son
was scavenging for mountain vegetables for his father to eat, he came across a hot
spring where a crane (fsuru in Japanese) was tending its wounds. Impressed by the
spring’s curative power, the son brought his father, who was soon cured. Word got out
among the local people and they, too, started flocking to the spring. But then a wicked
old man turned them away, claiming the spring was his and his alone. At that point,
the local feudal lord swung into action, informing the selfish old man that the spring
was not his private property but belonged to everyone. The hot spring became known

as Tsuru no Yu.

The historical version of Tsuru no Yu’s origins involves the Satake clan. The first
shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu, deprived lord Satake Yoshinobu (1570-1633) of a large
domain in modern-day Ibaraki Prefecture and sent him to a smaller domain in Akita
far to the north to punish him for his lukewarm support in the Battle of Sekigahara
(1600). Yoshinobu’s adopted son Satake Yoshitaka (1609-1672) suffered from gout.
When he asked someone from the neighboring Nanbu clan if they knew of a good hot

spring for his complaint, he was informed that the best place was on his own lands. In
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1638, Yoshitaka (who corresponds to the lord in the crane legend) sailed across Lake
Tazawa and made his way to the spring, ordering the construction of roads to make it
more accessible. The records do indeed show that Tsuru no Yu started admitting

ordinary people at the end of the seventeenth century, as in the folk tale.

These aristocratic origins explain why Tsuru no Yu had both a primary inn (honjin,
now the shin-honjin) for daimyo lords, nobles, and shogunal officials, and a secondary
inn (waki-honjin, now the honjin) for travelers of a slightly lower rank. The current
honjin — a long, single-story thatched building of dark wood — is the most atmospheric

place to stay, while the shin-honjin has the most luxurious accommodations.
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Tsuru no Yu

Navigating an age of change

Sato Kazushi, whose son now runs Tsuru no Yu, was the inn’s 15th manager before
becoming chairperson. He was, however, only the second generation of his family to
manage the place. Kazushi’s father, Sato Goro, managed another local ryokan before
he took over Tsuru no Yu. “The deal on the first place was that my father got to
manage it provided he paid for maintenance and repairs. But in his tenth year there,
there was an accident and the inn burned down. My father then spent two years

rebuilding the place and getting it back on track,” Kazushi says.

Goro did such a good job that the ryokan’s owner decided to take it back under his
own control, leaving Goro at loose ends. Looking for a new opportunity nearby, Goro
approached Hagawa Kenjiro, who owned Tsuru no Yu. He proposed joint ownership
of the inn, even though he had no money to invest at the time. Hagawa eventually

handed it over to him in its entirety.

That was back in 1981, when Tsuru no Yu was much less well known than it is now.
As the closest hot spring to Lake Tazawa in the Nyuto Onsenkyo district, it had long
prospered as the most accessible of the seven therapeutic hot springs in that area. In
1966, Kokumin Kyukamura, a reasonably priced holiday resort operated by the
Ministry of Health and Welfare, was built in Nyuto Onsenkyo along with new roads.
As travel became easier, the popularity of Tsuru no Yu and the other inns in Nyuto

Onsenkyo took off.
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At the same time, a shift was in progress away from the self-catering hot-spring cure
model that had sustained Tsuru no Yu for centuries. As the 1980s bubble economy
gathered momentum, demand dwindled for modest self-catering holidays for

recuperative purposes, with more people visiting hot springs purely for the fun of it.

“Even when I started here, the people who came for long therapeutic stays were quite
elderly,” says Kazushi. “Lifestyles have changed. People now do much less physical

work. They’re not like the old farmers who really needed to rest and recharge.”

In 1980, when the Sato family took over Tsuru no Yu, the place had no telephone, no
running water, and no electricity. Kazushi and his father Goro masterminded its
transition from an austere self-catering inn for local farmers to a ryokan for tourists,
while taking great care to preserve its old-world history and charm. The old self-
catering building is still in use, while the magnificent mixed bath remains a prime

attraction.
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Tsuru no Yu

A hot spring fit for a feudal lord

The oldest of the six buildings that make up Tsuru no Yu is the Ahonjin, which dates
from the end of the Tokugawa shogunate. Long and low, with a thick thatched roof, it
resembles an old guardhouse, and was originally built for the retainers of the Satake
daimyo. Inside, the rooms have sunken irori hearths and there is no glass in the main
windows, just shutters. One of the rooms even has graffiti carved into a wall pillar

celebrating Japan’s victory in the First Sino-Japanese War (1894—1895).

The shin-honjin is built on the footprint of the original “primary inn,” where the
Satake daimyo himself used to stay. If you are a guest at the inn, it is well worth going
up to the second floor of the shin-honjin to inspect the watercolor paintings hanging in
the corridor. Highlights include pictures of an aristocratic lady dressed in a diaphanous
robe and having her back scrubbed by a man in a thick blindfold; people trekking to
Tsuru no Yu, the nobles on horseback and the farmers on foot, but both groups
carrying their rice and bedding with them; and the hills around the hot spring
completely denuded of trees, which in the past were chopped down for firewood. The
daimyo would have stayed at the back of the building for security reasons, making his

way to a private bath via a covered bridge that crosses a stream.

The inn has eight baths: indoor, outdoor, and women-only. The large mixed outdoor
bath, lined with boulders and greenery, is the most impressive. As you relax in the
milky water, you can feast your eyes on the landscape, a pleasure to view in all

seasons. A cleverly designed entrance, using steps and a screen of tree trunks and a
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strategically placed rock, makes it possible for women to enter the bath submerged up
to their necks. The sheer size of the bath and the opacity of the water also mean that it

can be enjoyed by a large number of people of both sexes, just like in the old days.
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Tae no Yu

The entrepreneurial latecomer

Several of the hot-spring inns in Towada-Hachimantai have histories that stretch back
to the early seventeenth century. Tae no Yu is a comparatively young enterprise; it was
established in 1952 by Goto Sadaji, the great-grandfather of Sato Koichiro, the present
CEO. “My great-granddad worked as a porter, carrying people’s luggage back and
forth to Kuroyu, another hot spring near here. Hiking was really taking off during the
Showa era [1926—1989], so when Sadaji discovered a hot spring, he decided to go into

business for himself,” Koichiro says.

At the start, things were not easy. Until the late 1960s, there was no proper road, no
bus service and no electricity. Worst of all, the rather homely original building was
crushed not once but twice by the weight of the snow in winter. Koichiro himself
remembers how, in his childhood, the snow would find its way into the rooms through
gaps around the wooden window frames, and damp towels would freeze solid

overnight.

The business began to gain traction in the 1980s, once a Shinkansen bullet train line
was extended to nearby Morioka. Today the bullet train takes just over two hours to
get there from Tokyo, but in the old days the fastest train from Tokyo to the area took
eight hours, and a sleeper took 12. As customer numbers increased, Tae no Yu started
offering guests meals alongside the original self-catering option for hikers and hot-
spring therapy enthusiasts. Even so, by the late 1980s, managing the inn was such a

struggle for Koichiro’s great-grandfather (who was getting on in years) that he was
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tempted to sell it.

Koichiro’s mother and father, who were then living in Tokyo, could not bear the
thought of all of Sadaji’s hard work going to waste. Although Nyuto Onsenkyo, the
hot-spring district where Tae no Yu is located, was not yet a name with the cachet it
has now, they could see that a hot spring located in a beautiful national park had

enormous potential.

Koichiro’s father took early retirement, sold his house in Tokyo, and erected the
present building using cash rather than debt. “My great-grandfather died in 1992,
happy with what the family was doing. At his funeral, I made a rather rash promise to
leave Tokyo and move up here. I was 27 at the time,” Koichiro says. He kept his word,

and Tae no Yu continues to flourish to this day.
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Tae no Yu
For women by women

Sato Koichiro’s decision to abandon his job in Tokyo was supported by his mother,
Kyoko, who was the inn’s general manager. Right from the start, Kyoko had a clear
vision of what she wanted to achieve. “Many of the hot-spring inns around here were
quite basic. And when they were self-catering, the women were too busy caring for
their families all day to relax. My mother had this idea of creating a ryokan where
women from the big cities could come to unwind,” says Koichiro. “She wanted to
make a place that felt sophisticated in a quintessentially Japanese way, inspired by her

love of Kyoto and Kyoto cuisine.”

Kyoko’s timing was spot-on. In the late 1980s, more women in Japan were in the labor
force, the Equal Employment Opportunity Act had recently been passed, and a
significant minority of people were actively looking for quieter hot springs that were

not overrun by tour groups and company junkets.

“In families, it’s often the woman who makes the decisions on where to go on holiday,
so Kyoko’s focus on women was a smart and timely concept,” Koichiro says.
Feminine refinement envelops you as soon as you step into Tae no Yu, whether it is
the smell of incense wafting down the corridors or the gentle indirect lighting of the

Tiffany-style Art Nouveau stained-glass lamps.

Tae no Yu believes in continuous improvement in tune with the times, and small
changes made in response to customer feedback can be seen everywhere: rooms with
beds rather than the traditional futons; family baths for people who prefer privacy; a

window counter in the dining room for solitary travelers. One thing, however, that has
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not changed since the inn’s founding is the indoor bath. It remains exactly the same as
it was in Sadaji’s day, a mark of respect for his decades-long work establishing and

managing the inn.

Tae no Yu maintains the shared traditions of Nyuto Onsenkyo by having an outdoor
mixed bath. “Some people are on the shy side, but we also get couples who are keen to
bathe together. In that sense, the mixed bath is a marketing plus,” Koichiro says. To
avoid any issues with “crocodiles” (hot-spring oglers), Tae no Yu encourages women
to drape themselves with a towel in the mixed bath; there is also a separate outdoor

bath for women only.

Ironically for a ryokan that is so popular with women, the kanji character for Tae in
Tae no Yu is made up of the ideograms for “few” and “women.” The character
actually originates from the opening line of the Lotus Sutra. “My great-grandfather
was very religious,” Koichiro explains. “He liked chanting while meditating under a
waterfall. When he was still living here, he would chant and strike his bell very early

in the morning. It was quite a surprise for the guests!”
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Kuroyu

Yumori: Curators of the spring

The centerpiece of Kuroyu Onsen, located between the main cluster of accommodation
buildings and the separate villa and stream on higher ground behind them, is a large
hot-spring pond or yubatake (“hot spring field”), one of two on the premises. These
ponds, which collect hot water drawn from multiple sources, supply the inn’s various
baths. Since the mineral concentration of each source varies, guests get to enjoy
bathing in hot water of different compositions. At the edge of the pond stands a small
shrine to Yakushi Nyorai, the Healing Buddha, reflecting Kuroyu’s origins as an inn

for hot-spring cures.

“We have two yumori [ ‘hot-spring keepers’],” explains Kuroyu chairperson Ikeda
Yasuhisa. “The water here is very hot, more than 90 degrees [Celsius]. The yumori
adjust the water temperature according to the season and the outside temperature. They
make the water a little cooler in the daytime, and then hotter at night, when the air
temperature in the mountains drops. This ensures that our guests have the best possible
bathing experience. They actually monitor the water at one-and-a-half-hour intervals,

from 4:30 in the morning to 10 or 11 at night.”

Kuroyu’s roots stretch back to 1674, when the local hot spring was first discovered.
Under the name Kame no Yu (Turtle Hot Spring), it was originally a therapeutic hot
spring frequented by the Satake clan. It only changed its name to Kuroyu early in the
Showa era (1926—-1989).
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Like many other old inns in Towada-Hachimantai, Kuroyu has mixed bathing. There
are three mixed baths: an indoor bath, an outdoor bath, and a waterfall. The baths are
modest in size and old-fashioned — the mountainous terrain here does not lend itself to
the construction of anything too big — but they boast a lavish flow of Nyuto

Onsenkyo’s signature milky hot water.

Yasuhisa has kept the old toji buildings and the mixed baths because he thinks the
traditional customs encourage healthy social interaction. A hot-spring cure may heal
the body, he says, but it is communication that heals the soul. Nonetheless he is
considering the idea of providing yuamigi bath garments at some point, though he has

concerns about the hygiene aspect.
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Kuroyu

The virtues of simplicity

Kuroyu is one of the simplest and most authentic therapeutic hot-spring inns (fojiba) in
Towada-Hachimantai National Park. Located at the bottom of a steep, narrow path
deep in Nyuto Onsenkyo, it closes in winter when the snow renders it inaccessible.
There are four main buildings: two self-catering blocks and two ryokan where meals

are served.

“When I was a student in the 1960s, most of the guests who came here cooked for
themselves,” Kuroyu chairperson Ikeda Yasuhisa recalls. “Our older customers still
tend to come at very specific times of year to pick bamboo shoots, mushrooms, or
mountain vegetables. They like to share the food they cook and spend time socializing.

But nowadays self-caterers account for less than 10 percent of our sales.”

The toji self-catering blocks were constructed in the Taisho era (1912—-1926) using
chestnut and cedar. Originally the clientele consisted of farmers who came to
recuperate in the off-season, but the place has also seen more illustrious visitors. The
annex at a slight remove from the rest of the buildings was constructed in 1963 to
accommodate Prince Takamatsu (1905-1987), one of the younger brothers of Emperor
Hirohito (1901-1989). A keen sportsman, the prince used to visit the mountains of

Hakkoda and Hachimantai to ski in the spring months.

When it comes to the architecture, there are practical reasons to stick with the old ways.
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Hydrogen sulfide gas corrodes the rebar in ferroconcrete, making rustic wooden
buildings a more economical, longer-lasting option, as well as a better aesthetic fit for

the unspoiled landscape of the park.

“The Nyuto Onsenkyo ethos is not about being showy,” Yasuhisa says. “As a ryokan,
we have a duty to protect this area. We live here in nature, and nature sustains us with
delicious water and food. The hot spring is part of that ecosystem too. People come

here for healing. It’s a world away from those big modern hot-spring hotels that cater

to large groups on company trips.”
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[NOTE: This glossary can be placed in a box anywhere in the text, but perhaps is best placed at the
end as an appendix.]

A Towada-Hachimantai Hot-Spring Glossary

Jisui Self-catering toji

Konyoku Mixed bathing

Konyoku-buro A mixed bath

Ondoru A “bath” consisting of mats laid on geothermally heated ground
Toji Hot-spring therapy or cure

Tojiba A place for hot-spring therapy

Yuamigi A covering garment worn in a mixed bath
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Bandai-Asahi National Park

Millions of years of volcanic activity and tectonic uplifts have produced the mountain
ranges, lakes, and wetlands that comprise Bandai-Asahi National Park. The park
covers the prefectures of Fukushima, Niigata, and Yamagata and includes numerous
sites of geological, botanical, and spiritual significance. These include lakes and ponds
near Mt. Bandai, the coniferous forest of Mt. Nishiazuma, and the Dewa Sanzan

sacred mountains.

Highlights of the park

Successive eruptions of Mt. Bandai (1,816 m) created the distinct topography of the
Bandai-Azuma and Inawashiro region in Fukushima Prefecture. On the northern
slopes of Mt. Bandai, lakes and wetlands formed by volcanic activity make up
Urabandai. On the south side of Mt. Bandai is Lake Inawashiro, Japan’s fourth largest

lake. The lake is the result of an eruption around 50,000 years ago.

In Yamagata Prefecture, the three peaks of Gassan (1,984 m), Haguro (414 m), and
Yudono (1,500 m)—collectively known as Dewa Sanzan—are sacred sites and have
been places of pilgrimage for mountain ascetics for over 1,400 years. Native subalpine
plants, meadows of colorful wildflowers, and ponds along the ridgeline of the Asahi
mountains, located at the border of Yamagata and Niigata, contrast with lush forests in
the foothills.

The lide mountain range has forests of native beech, Erman’s birch, and Japanese pine.
These forests are habitats for large mammals like the Japanese black bear and serow.

Mt. Iide (2,105 m) is also a sacred site for mountain worship.
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Mt. Bandai

Mt. Bandai is an active stratovolcano. The mountain as seen from the Urabandai area
is notable for its partially collapsed peak which is the result of a major eruption in
1888. The same eruption triggered rock avalanches that completely buried five villages
in Urabandai and dammed up valleys. This led to the formation of numerous bodies of
water including the Goshikinuma Ponds. These polychromatic ponds are colored by a
combination of volcanic sediment, minerals, and iron oxide that have leached into the
lake beds over the years. Lake Hibara formed when a valley was blocked up by debris
and filled with water. The remains of Hibara Village lie at the bottom of the lake.

Bandaisan Geopark

Bandaisan Geopark encompasses sites within Bandai-Asahi National Park and around
Lake Inawashiro. The sites are recognized for their geological and topographical
significance and encourage visitors to consider both the destructive and creative forces

of volcanic activity.
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Bandaisan Geopark: Introduction

Bandaisan Geopark encompasses sites within Bandai-Asahi National Park and around
Lake Inawashiro that are recognized for their geological and topographical
significance. They include Mt. Bandai, an 1,816-meter stratovolcano. The mountain
was reshaped by two large eruptions in 806 and 1888, the latter of which dramatically
altered the surrounding landscape and had a devastating impact on local communities.
The geopark was established in 2011 to help protect and manage the area’s natural
resources through education, conservation, and sustainable development. The village
of Kitashiobara and the towns of Bandai and Inawashiro are within the geopark, and

the communities play an active role in park initiatives.

Bandaisan Geopark is part of the Japanese Geoparks Network (JGN), a nonprofit
organization that was formed in 2009. There are over 200 sites of natural, historical,
and cultural significance within the geopark, which rangers and other staff work to
conserve in cooperation with Bandai-Asahi National Park. Geopark staff also provide
education programs to local schools and facilitate conservation activities across

municipalities.

The JGN operates under the same guiding principles and certification standards as
UNESCO Global Geoparks, which was established in 2015. Bandaisan Geopark
chronicles the region's geological and cultural history through its mountains, wetlands
and lakes, while also providing educational opportunities for younger generations to

ensure a sustainable future.
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Bandaisan Geopark: Education Initiatives

Education is a core value promoted at Bandaisan Geopark. Staff from the geopark
work with elementary and secondary schools in the municipalities of Bandai,
Inawashiro, and Kitashiobara—all located within the geopark—to organize programs
for both the classroom and the field. Students learn about the region’s geology, history,

and unique ecosystem through excursions and hands-on activities.

Disaster-prevention awareness and mitigation techniques are a major focus of the
geopark’s education programs, and the volcanic Mt. Bandai provides a real-life case
study. In 1888 when the volcano erupted, 86 people from Inawashiro perished in a
mudflow. The surviving residents worked together to restore their community after the
devastating event. Today, geopark staff build upon this legacy by training younger

generations in natural disaster management.

The geopark also offers programs for student groups visiting from other parts of Japan,
and the staff support research projects at the university level and beyond. Additionally,
independent “geoguides,” local guides certified by the geopark, teach visitors about

the local area’s history, culture, and wildlife.
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Bandaisan Geopark: Sustainable Development Initiatives

Bandaisan Geopark implements sustainable initiatives through a circular model that
uses profits from tourism to promote education and conservation. Staff from the
geopark work with governmental bodies, research groups, businesses, as well as
independent geoguides, to build connections between the natural environment and
local communities. The sustainable development initiatives are reviewed and validated

every four years when the Japan Geopark Committee recertifies the geopark.

Facilities such as the Urabandai Visitor Center, the Mt. Bandai Eruption Memorial
Museum, and the Hibara Historical Museum document the history of the Mt. Bandai
region. Geoguides are independent local guides certified by the geopark to introduce
sites of historical, cultural, and geological significance, giving visitors a deeper

understanding of the area.
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Bandaisan Geopark: Conservation Initiatives

Environmental protection is central to the mission of Bandaisan Geopark and is carried
out through a range of activities and projects. The geopark manages the upkeep of the
historical, cultural, and natural sites around Mt. Bandai through tasks such as grass
mowing, erosion control, litter removal, and inspection of trails to remove hazards and

maintain signage.

The geopark carries out additional conservation programs with the Ministry of the
Environment’s Urabandai Ranger Office and the Urabandai Ecotourism Association.
A critical part of the conservation mission is addressing challenges such as invasive

species, which threaten the natural environment of the region.

Geopark staff disseminate information on the latest conservation initiatives to
community groups and independent geoguides, who are certified to guide visitors
around the geopark. Parts of Bandaisan Geopark are located within the larger Bandai-
Asahi National Park, and the two entities cooperate to promote conservation efforts in

partnership with the Ministry of the Environment.
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Bandaisan Geopark: Japanese Geoparks Network

The Japanese Geoparks Network (JGN) includes nearly 50 geoparks, 10 of which are
also UNESCO Global Geoparks. The network was established in 2007 to connect
professional geologists and private organizations involved in geological research. The
first geoparks were designated the following year, and the network became a nonprofit
organization in 2009. Bandaisan Geopark was certified by the JGN in 2011. Like all

geoparks around the world, it is recertified every 4 years.

In addition to overseeing and certifying the geoparks in Japan, the JGN holds
information-sharing events and offers support to areas that have been affected by
natural disasters. Both the Japanese Geoparks and UNESCO Global Geoparks
organizations prioritize the involvement of residents in establishing dialogues, sharing
knowledge, and collaboratively building a future for the community and the natural
environment. This approach is based on the core values of education, conservation,

and sustainable development.

FEeAEER X DRER (HAFEER)

BRWSAN-Y : BRSAN-I2yNI—-2

BARSAN=IxyrD—=7 (IGN) (CEF501EDZAN=IHIIALTED, S5D10HFRFIFR
AIERZAN-ITEHDET . CORYNI—I(F, BFIMBEFELMBFARTICHEDD R
HEZ ZETBIHIC2007F(CFEBLFUL, ZOREC. |RADZAN-IMETEEN., COFRY
hD—2(3. 20095 (CNPORMALRDFE U, BEILZA/N-I(E, 201 1FICHARI ATy

80




RI=D(CLDRESNF U HFRFDIRTOZA/N-IERERRIC, BIEELZ AN -JH4GE(C—
EBREMTONET.

BAREAOSAN-IDOEER, FBEICHMA. BRSAN-IRyhI-J(F, ZREPIERLEEA
R ORI, BARKEWIEADZIREITOTVET, BARSAN-JLIRX ORI A/
DOREME ERNEECSH0, MEzHBL, FEI1ZTPBERRIEOLDORFRZ—
TEICABER I BLEBESETVET, CO7TO-FREE. RE. FHtolRERFEROKLRD
fBECEDIVTVET,

81




018-007

Toward a Sustainable Society: The Visitor Center’s Pellet Stove
BRI - BRMERENEE R RS

(91 NV BEBESHI-t25— / FRagERERICEET
[F8TFEHAK] WebR—2 / 2oftt (7))

TEHN I REERER

Toward a Sustainable Society: The Visitor Center’s Pellet Stove

Winters in Urabandai are known for below-freezing temperatures and a cumulative
average of 3 meters of snowfall in the mountains. The Urabandai Visitor Center uses
an eco-friendly pellet stove that burns compressed wood chips from sustainable

sources to help heat the facility during the colder months.

The chips are derived from three sustainable sources: trees cut down for thinning
purposes; pruned branches from living trees; and wood scraps from timber production.
Forested areas are thinned so the remaining trees can grow to their full potential, and
to reduce fire risk. Pruning weak branches improves the structural integrity of a tree

and encourages healthy new growth.

The wood chips are mechanically ground, dried, and compressed into pellets as natural
fuel for the stove. Using waste wood for the pellets makes them a better alternative to

fossil fuels, which have a larger carbon footprint.
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Towards a Sustainable Society: The Visitor Center Yukimuro Cooling System

The Urabandai Visitor Center provides information about the lakes, ponds, and
wetlands of Urabandai, and the wildlife that inhabits the region. The center reduces its
environmental impact by using sustainable cooling and heating systems. The visitor
center uses a traditional cooling system in summer with a renewable winter resource:
snow. In winter, snow is gathered and piled up inside a yukimuro, or insulated snow
storage room, located directly across from the visitor center. Vents in the visitor center
direct warm air through a pipe system in the building’s framework. The air travels
underground and into the yukimuro, where up to 180 tons of snow can be compacted

and stored.

As the snow melts, the water collects beneath the storage room, and the surrounding
cold air is cycled back into the visitor center. This eco-friendly cooling system is
complemented by other sustainable features, such as the center’s use of diatomaceous
earth as a wall coating. This absorbent, clay-like material made of fossilized plankton

helps regulate humidity by absorbing moisture from the air.

Japanese communities living in colder climates have long taken advantage of the
natural properties of snow and ice to preserve food. Use of yukimuro as a natural
refrigerator is believed to have been widespread during the Edo period (1603—-1867),

and they are still used for energy-efficient cold storage in alpine regions of Japan.

84




FEeAEER X DRER (HA<FEER)

RRTHERHR(CAITT : ES9—-t259—-DEXESESATA

REBESHI-5-TE BEEOR. A, B COMIRICERUTWIEFELENOD
BIRERBLTVET ES5-12 59—, FHR S AN - NS AT A2 ERUTIRIEAD
HEEHOLTVWET, ESH-1>5-TR, Bl ROBAORELER CHHBZ2EALE
EHRNRBHIS AT LAZERLTVET . Z(C(E ESH-25-DE[IMVNCHIERMENTS
REZE. EEORICENEDSNES LITENET BHAVZERNESI->H-0@KENS
BYOPEHCHBIMES AT LABUTEASNE T, TOEUIM T (CITE. &KX 180 b
ENEMENRENIEELESNTT .

ENBTDEZDKIIREZDOTICEFD, ADOB/INESI-2H—(CRENFT . COREE
(CBULWBHIZ AT AR, €257 -0EORRE(EE LT 2EA I 2R EMMORHT ol fe /R tae (CL
DTHIZTEENTVET . 52T b DIEANBIESNIZCOIRIREDH 24 TIRDER (F. 2B
FRORERZIRING 5L TREZRFELTT,

FL(CESBAROIZIZT/FEBHORFZENELTEOKOBAFHEZRVEFALT
STz, RANBELVCEZEZERTIEBLARHMS (16035-18674F) (CERUIZE
ZZ25NTHEN. BAROFIUHETRESERE IR F —DEROFVABRF(MERAINTOE
g_o

85




018-009

Goshikinuma Ponds BRI -BAMRREENES RS

(P4 MVIEBEBESHI-—E2H— /| NEBRODAM-1-
(FEEEA] WebR-2 / Z2Ofth (7TV)

TERN I REERFR X

Goshikinuma Ponds

The Goshikinuma Ponds are a collection of around 30 ponds in the foothills of Mt.
Bandai. They formed after Mt. Bandai erupted in 1888. The eruption triggered a
landslide which dammed up rivers and valleys and destroyed the surrounding forests
and villages. Community efforts helped to regenerate the forests and restore the natural

environment.

The colorful ponds

The ponds have distinct coloration caused by volcanic sediments and mineral particles
such as aluminum silicate, iron, copper, and manganese. Their colorful copper, blue,
and green hues change subtly according to light conditions, shifts in sediment,
reflections on the surface of the water, and other factors. A highly acidic crater lake
called Akanuma (Copper Pond), high on the northern slopes of Mt. Bandai is thought
to be the source of mineral-rich springs that feed some of the ponds. A 4-kilometer
walking trail from the Urabandai Visitor Center to Lake Hibara passes many of the

Goshikinuma Ponds. The level trail takes around 90 minutes one way.

Human efforts to restore the ecosystem

The landscape of Urabandai, including the Goshikinuma area, remained a barren
wilderness for nearly 20 years after Mt. Bandai’s eruption in 1888 covered it in ash,
rock debris, and mudflows. Through government initiatives to promote reforestation,
people could purchase land in the area at a preferential rate if they successfully
rehabilitated its plant life. Merchant and environmentalist Endo Genmu (1863—-1935)
played a key role in reforesting the area. In 1917, he led a group to plant some 130,000
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red pine saplings under the guidance of forestry professor Nakamura Yaroku (1855—

1929). They later continued with cedar, sumac, maple, cherry, and more red pine.

More than a century after the labors of Endo and his colleagues, the Goshikinuma
Ponds are surrounded by dense forests that make up a thriving ecosystem of plant and
animal life. Endo is commemorated with a memorial stone located between the ponds

of Yanaginuma and Aonuma.
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The Forest Awakens: Spring in Urabandai

Spring arrives in Urabandai as the deep accumulation of snow starts to melt in April,
and buds and new shoots appear in the forests and wetlands. The Japanese black bear
(Ursus thibetanus japonicus) emerges from months of hibernation to feed on bamboo

shoots and beech sprouts.

While the bears forage in the forest, the Japanese black salamander (Hynobius
nigrescens) also comes out of hibernation, feeding on insects, spiders, and freshwater
crabs. The salamanders begin to spawn in ponds and swamps around mid-April.
Caterpillar larvae consume the abundant new leaves of alder trees, transforming into
green hairstreak butterflies with iridescent green wings. The great spotted woodpecker
(Dendrocopos major) flits through the trees in a flash of black, white, and red feathers,

searching for insects, seeds, and nuts.

The white blooms of mizubasho (swamp lantern; Lysichiton camtschatcensis) dot the
wetland around Oguninuma Pond. Around Sakuratoge Pass, vast colonies of North
Japanese hill cherry trees (Cerasus sargentii) bloom in a palette of pale pink and white
in late April. Cherry trees flower on the island of Sakurajima against a backdrop of Mt.

Bandai in May, their blooms reflected in the waters of Lake Hibara.
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A Flourishing Landscape: Summer in Urabandai

The forest abounds with life in the summertime. The Japanese black bear (Ursus
thibetanus japonicus) consumes a wide range of foods during this season, including
ants, bees, and wild honey, as well as wild strawberries, raspberries, cherries, and
other fruits. The bears also eat freshwater crabs and scavenge from the carcasses of

deer, rabbits, and other mammals.

Forest green tree frogs (Zhangixalus arboreus) spawn in trees and shrubs around the
ponds and wetlands. The foam nests created by the frogs hang from branches over the
water. The chestnut tiger butterfly (Parantica sita) arrives in Urabandai in early
August, having traveled thousands of kilometers from as far away as Okinawa or

Taiwan.

The yellow bunting (Emberiza sulphurata) and Himalayan cuckoo (Cuculus saturatus)
are among the birds that flutter through the forest canopy. On the forest floor, the
lavender blooms of Siberian hydrangea (Hydrangea serrata var. megacarpa) and
white double-spotted swertia (Swertia bimaculate) add splashes of color to the lush

summer greenery.
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A Colorful Cornucopia: Autumn in Urabandai

Autumn brings shorter days and cooler temperatures to Urabandai. The Japanese black
bear (Ursus thibetanus japonicus) feeds on nuts and fruits to store enough fat for
hibernation in the cold months ahead. The bears forage for nuts like beech, oak, and
chestnut, as well as the fruit of plants including the hardy kiwi, chocolate vine,

crimson glory vine, and Japanese rowan.

Tangled branches and twigs high up in trees are the work of bears, who climb up and
pull in branches to eat their fruit and leaves. The nuts and berries abundant in autumn
also sustain the population of stoats, squirrels, and other small mammals. Red berries
like the Sargent viburnum (Viburnum sargentii) suit the diet of avian species including
waxwings (Bombycillidae), dusky thrushes (Turdus eunomus), and brown-eared

bulbuls (Hypsipetes amaurotis).

As the leaves change, the lush greens of the landscape are replaced with hues of red
and gold. This palette offers a striking contrast with the spring and summer months,
and the fiery foliage brightens the scenery of areas like Lake Hibara and the
Nakatsugawa Valley.
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A Quiet Interlude: Winter in Urabandai

In winter, the trees shed their leaves and snow blankets the landscape, but the
environment is far from barren. Buds emerge on the branches of walnut (Juglans
ailantifolia) and elm (Ulmus davidiana var. japonica) trees, and on shrubs such as

clethra (Clethra barbinervis) and rowan (Sorbus commixta).

The Japanese black bear (Ursus thibetanus japonicus) retreats into a tree hollow, cave,
or earthen den to hibernate. The timing depends on the climate and the amount of food
available, but the typical hibernation period is between November and April. A bear’s

metabolic rate slows during hibernation, enabling it to survive on its fat stores without
any need to eat or defecate. Pregnant females wake up to give birth and nurse their

cubs while remaining in a state of hibernation.

The migratory tundra swan (Cygnus columbianus) arrives in Urabandai in winter,
foraging for the leaves and roots of aquatic plants in lakes and rivers. Common
redpolls (Acanthis flammea) and Pallas’s rosefinches (Carpodacus roseus) can be seen
flitting through the forests, their feathers creating streaks of red against the white snow

and bare branches.
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An Interconnected Ecosystem

The vigor of the biodiverse natural environment of Urabandai is based on the
interdependence of its plants and animals. For instance, the berries of the Japanese
rowan (Sorbus commixta) provide food for many bird species. Birds in turn help
propagate the shrub when the seeds in their droppings take root. Studies have shown
the seeds cannot germinate until the protective fruit around them is broken down

during digestion.

Ants and bees are both effective pollinators of the buckwheat plant and play a
significant role in increasing the crop’s yield. Local communities harvest buckwheat to

make soba noodles, tea, and other products.

The Japanese black bear (Ursus thibetanus japonicus) eats mizubasho (swamp
lantern; Lysichiton camtschatcensis) which acts as a laxative and emetic. The calcium
oxalate contained within the plant helps the bear flush waste from its body—a process
that is especially important after hibernation. Each plant and animal, no matter how

small, plays an important role in maintaining the balance of Urabandai’s ecosystem.
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The Sounds of Urabandai

Pause for a moment, close your eyes, and listen. The park, which at first might seem
quiet, is alive with the sounds of nature. A breeze rustles through the tops of aspen
trees while a stream burbles gently. Fallen leaves crunch underfoot; a sweep of snow
slips off a barren branch and thuds to the ground. In every season, Urabandai offers a
rich ambient soundscape. You may hear the rhythmic song of cicadas, the warbles and
chirps of seasonal birds, or the splash of a waterfall. Each sound is part of nature’s

symphony and reflects the vitality of the natural environment.
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The Colors of Urabandai (Flowers and Birds)

The scenery of Urabandai changes throughout the year, transitioning from lush
greenery in spring and summer to the vibrant colors of fall, and finally to a snowy
white in winter. Seasonal birds and flowers add extra color to the wetlands, ponds, and

subalpine forests.

In summer, the Asian stubtail (Urosphena squameiceps) and the Eurasian wren
(Troglodytes troglodytes) appear in a palette of muted browns, while the Siberian blue
robin (Larvivora cyane) and yellow bunting (Emberiza sulphurata) liven up their
surroundings with flashier hues. Nikko day lilies (Hemerocallis dumortieri var.

esculenta) carpet the wetlands in a blaze of yellow.

Fall offers a more muted palette, from the purple petals of Japanese aster (4ster
microcephalus) to clusters of tiny white blooms that cover tall stems of bugbane
(Actaea simplex). In winter, the gray trunks and bare boughs of Japanese horse
chestnut (desculus turbinata) and beech (Fagus crenata) trees stand out against thick
blankets of snow. The red berries of the guelder rose shrub (Viburnum opulus) and
flashes of the red-tipped feathers of the Bohemian waxwing (Bombycilla garrulus)

accent the landscape with hints of color.

The warmth of spring brings lush greens and vivid blooms back to Urabandai.
Crimson Japanese azaleas (Rhododendron japonicum) flower near Lake Oguninuma,

while pink wintergreens (Pyrola asarifolia) bloom in subalpine forests.
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Terrace Theater: Bandai-Azuma and Inawashiro

Explore the nature, history, and culture of the Bandai-Azuma and Inawashiro areas of
Bandai-Asahi National Park, whose lakes, forests, and wetlands have been shaped by
volcanic activity over hundreds of thousands of years. Past eruptions created
distinctive terrain such as the Oguninuma Wetland and the colorful Goshikinuma
Ponds.

Local communities respect the ecosystem and enjoy the benefits and abundance it
provides. Natural hot springs, for example, are used to create bathing facilities that
attract visitors. Scenic routes like the Mt. Bandai Gold Line and the Bandai-Azuma
Skyline afford views of the region’s mountains and forests. Activities like canoeing,
camping, and fishing around Lake Hibara allow visitors to connect with the natural

environment.

RIS DIRER (HAGEER)

BAIVATSASIT7H— : BEEELEEHR
ZOHAPFRPIEHNE + B ECOZZ NUTEBN LD EE N EAEE BE I A B OERS
EF - EERAKIBOBAPEEPIUEZIRERL ISV, BEDENICIDHERRRENS

INRBAEBOLIBIFHB BB MESNE U,

HedZ1ZF/(FCDERR(ICHBERL. COERBRRNMEH LI REPENTZERLTVE
¥, FIRE RARRZFIAL T, EEFTEZNBMERZ/ED. B ZEHTVET . BT

101




—IWRSAIPOEBEEZEINAS1ODLIRRBSLOVVENS. CORUSKOLIPFROBkDHZ
LBTENTEF T IREREILTONRA—. Fv> T BROREDTIT(ET(CEMINE B
RIRISEBNBENTEFT.

102




018-018

Terrace Theater: Mountain Worship and Volcanic Scenery

BERCSI-HI-BAKERENEE R ZES

(7914 8IV] BEBESH-tH— | HAIVRTIRAITH -
[F8FEHAK] WebR—2 / 2oft (7))

TEHN I REERER

Terrace Theater: Mountain Worship and Volcanic Scenery

The mountains of Bandai-Asahi National Park have long been important to
practitioners of the mountain asceticism called Shugendo. The faith emerged in the
Nara period (710-794) and blends elements and practices of Shinto mountain worship,
Buddhism, and local folk beliefs.

There are many sites of worship across the mountain ranges that comprise the national
park: the Three Sacred Mountains of Dewa in Yamagata Prefecture; the lide mountain
range, which spans Yamagata, Niigata, and Fukushima Prefectures; and the
stratovolcanoes of Mt. Bandai, Mt. Azuma-Kofuji, and Mt. Adatara in Fukushima
Prefecture. Routes like the Bandai-Azuma Skyline winding through the mountains
afford striking views of the peaks that have drawn generations of Shugendo

practitioners (yamabushi).

Shugendo emphasizes the interconnection between humans and nature. Important
spiritual sites around the Three Sacred Mountains of Dewa include the Five-Storied
Pagoda of Mt. Haguro and Yudonosan Shrine. At the annual Shoreisai Festival, held
on Mt. Haguro on December 31, visitors can watch the ritual burning of a straw effigy

of a demon.
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Terrace Theater: Goshikinuma Sightseeing Trail

The Goshikinuma Ponds are a collection of around 30 ponds formed after an eruption
of Mt. Bandai in 1888. They have distinct coloration caused by volcanic sediments and
mineral particles such as aluminum silicate, iron, copper, and manganese. Their
colorful copper, blue, and green hues change subtly according to light conditions,
shifts in sediment, reflections on the surface of the water, and other factors. A 4-
kilometer trail to Lake Hibara starts near the Urabandai Visitor Center and passes
several of the ponds, including Bishamonnuma and Rurinuma. Mt. Bandai is visible in

the distance from points along the trail.

The woodlands surrounding the ponds abound with greenery during the spring and
summer months. In the fall, leaves turn brilliant shades of red, orange, and yellow. As
the weather grows colder, snowfall blankets the Urabandai region in white. Visitors
are free to explore the ponds in winter but should always check the latest weather and
trail conditions at the Urabandai Visitor Center. The constantly evolving natural

scenery showcases the plant biodiversity and geological history of Urabandai.
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Terrace Theater: Nakasenuma Sightseeing Trail

Nakasenuma is one of many ponds and lakes created after the 1888 eruption of Mt.
Bandai. This level, 1.2-kilometer trail takes hikers past small hills formed by debris
flows after the eruption, to an observation deck near the pond. The observation deck
affords a view of the pond with Mt. Bandai in the background. A crater is visible in the
side of the mountain that was formed when one of Mt. Bandai’s peaks collapsed

during the eruption.

In warmer months, the narcissus flycatcher (Ficedula narcissina), with its distinctive
yellow-orange breast, and the brown Japanese bush warbler (Horornis diphone) can be
seen around the pond, along with butterflies like the high brown fritillary (Fabriciana
adippe) and the Japanese dart (Potanthus flavus). Dragonflies, cicadas, and frogs also

dwell in the area.

In summer, daisy-like blooms of sawaoguruma (Tephroseris pierotii) add splashes of
vivid yellow to the shore area of the pond, and the Siberian hydrangea (Hydrangea
serrata var. yesoensis) accents the landscape with pale blue and pink petals. In autumn,
a palette of oranges and reds unfolds across the land, while a layer of snow blankets

the ground in winter.
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Terrace Theater: Oguni Seseragi Trail

The peaceful murmur of the Oshizawa River accompanies hikers on the Oguni
Seseragi Trail. This 3.3-kilometer trail begins from a point just off National Route 459
and leads through a forest to Oguninuma Pond. It takes approximately 1 hour and 20
minutes to walk one-way. Alpine flora grows around the pond and in the surrounding
wetland. A wooden boardwalk provides access to the wetland while protecting it from
damage. Oguninuma Pond formed following an eruption of Mt. Nekomadake around
400,000 years ago.

A rest hut near the pond has information boards and maps explaining the impact of the
Mt. Nekomadake eruption and introducing geological features and local flora. During
the summer months, white hellebore (Veratrum stamineum), Nikko day lilies
(Hemerocallis esculenta), and hare’s-tail cottongrass (Eriophorum vaginatum) thrive

in the wetland. In winter, snow blankets the entire area in white.
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The Topography of Mt. Bandai: Historic Eruptions
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The Topography of Mt. Bandai: Historic Eruptions

Mt. Bandai (1,816 m) is an active stratovolcano composed of igneous materials such
as andesite, which is a rock that forms when lava cools and hardens after an eruption.
The topographic model within the Urabandai Visitor Center is made to a scale of
approximately 1:12,000. It affords a bird’s eye view of Mt. Bandai and the

surrounding landscape.

Numerous eruptions over a period of hundreds of thousands of years have given Mt.
Bandai its conical form. The volcanic matter emitted during these incidents shaped the
topography of Mt. Bandai and the surrounding landscape by damming rivers, which

created new bodies of water, such as Lake Inawashiro.

A devastating eruption occurred on July 15, 1888. Mt. Bandai had a phreatic (steam-
blast) eruption that buried five villages and 11 settlements in debris, killing 477 people.
Ejected sand and debris covered the entire Urabandai area, destroying all of its
vegetation. The explosion also caused one of the mountain’s peaks to collapse, leaving
a crater in the mountainside that remains visible to this day. Reforestation programs
beginning in the early twentieth century contributed to the recovery of the now-

flourishing ecosystem.
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The Topography of Mt. Bandai: Biodiverse Landscapes
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The Topography of Mt. Bandai: Biodiverse Landscapes

Volcanic activity over a period of hundreds of thousands of years left its stamp on the
mountains, lakes, wetlands, and other natural features of the Bandai-Azuma and
Inawashiro region. The mineral-rich volcanic soil supports a variety of plant species,
and the high-altitude wetlands are habitats for alpine plants and an array of insects,

which in turn attract other wildlife.

A major eruption of Mt. Nekomadake around 400,000 years ago formed Oguninuma
Pond and its surrounding wetland. Water accumulated in the crater left by the partial
collapse of the mountain’s volcanic chamber and eventually became a pond. A wetland
formed southwest of the pond, where soil drainage is poor. Oguninuma Pond covers

43 hectares, and the wetland spans approximately 100 hectares. Lake Inawashiro to the
south formed following an eruption of Mt. Bandai around 40,000 years ago. It has an

area of 10,330 hectares and is the fourth-largest lake in Japan.

Mt. Bandai’s eruption in 1888 devastated the surrounding area with ash, debris, and
mudflows, but it also created ponds and lakes through the damming of rivers. The
largest of these bodies of water are Lake Hibara (1,070 ha), Lake Akimoto (360 ha),
and Lake Onogawa (170 ha). The eruption also created the Goshikinuma Ponds, 30
wetland areas and ponds with distinct coloration caused by volcanic sediments and

mineral particles such as aluminum silicate, iron, copper, and manganese.

In the early twentieth century, the government and local communities embarked on a
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program of replanting to rejuvenate the terrain that had been left barren by the eruption.
Today, the Urabandai area is internationally recognized as an Important Bird Area, and
its forests, lakes, and wetlands are a thriving ecosystem that supports diverse plants

and animals.
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Oguninuma Wetland Stroll

An 800-meter-long boardwalk trail leads around the wetland of Oguninuma Pond. The
pond formed some 400,000 years ago when Mt. Nekomadake (1,404 m) erupted and

partially collapsed, and water filled a crater left near the base of the mountain.

Red blooms of Japanese azaleas (Rhododendron japonicum) in the rich green
landscape signal the arrival of early summer. Next, come hellebore (Veratrum
stamineum) and Nikko day lilies (Hemerocallis dumortieri var. esculenta), which

decorate the wetlands with bursts of white and yellow.

The bright colors fade away as summer shifts into autumn, and the land is covered in
swaths of reddish brown. Winter brings steady snowfall to the Aizu region, blanketing
the landscape in white. Some mornings in spring, clouds appear to settle on the 1,090-

meter-high wetland.

Three separate trailheads leading to the Oguninuma Wetland can be reached by car or
bus from Urabandai. It takes approximately 30 minutes to walk the full length of the
boardwalk around the wetland. There are also hiking trails of 5 to 6 kilometers that

connect Oguninuma to other areas of Urabandai.
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Flora along the Oguninuma Wetland Stroll
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Flora along the Oguninuma Wetland Stroll

The Oguninuma Wetland is located 1,089 meters above sea level. To the east of the
wetlands, a primeval beech forest covers the lower slopes of Mt. Nekomadake (1,404
m). The forest has an abundance of plants, such as creeping dogwood (Cornus
canadensis), red boxwood (Ilex sugerokii var. brevipedunculata), and butterfly maple

(Acer tschonoskii).

A forest of broad-leaved mizunara (Quercus crispula) trees grows southwest of
Oguninuma Pond between the peak of Kojogamine and Kanezawa Pass. Japanese
maple (Acer japonicum) and snakeberry (Maianthemum dilatatum) are among the

typical flora of this forest.

The wetland along the southern and western shores of Oguninuma Pond formed when
debris from the 1888 eruption of Mt. Bandai dammed a nearby river. A variety of
plants thrive in the wetland, including peat moss (Spaghnum), numagaya (Moliniopsis
Jjaponica), and Japanese sedge (Carex omiana). The high-altitude wetland is a popular
destination to see alpine plants, such as yellow Nikko day lilies (Hemerocallis
esculenta) that bloom in summer. Three separate trailheads lead to the Oguninuma

Wetland. Each can be reached by car from Urabandai.
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Secluded Lakeshore Hike: Lake Sainoko to Senjugahama Beach and Ryuzu Falls
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Secluded Lakeshore Hike: Lake Sainoko to Senjugahama Beach and Ryuzu Falls

Lake Sainoko was once part of Lake Chuzenji, until collapsing mountain slopes and
soil buildup separated the two. And while Chuzenji has become one of Japan’s most
famous tourist spots, Sainoko is not well known, so it is a perfect destination for hikers
interested in quiet and solitude. It is a small lake, about 1.5 kilometers in
circumference, fed by hidden springs and rainfall. The size of its beach varies with the
water level. The forest features a low ground cover and a canopy of large Japanese
larch, Mongolian oak, and Japanese elm trees, fed by the mountain streams that

crisscross the area.

The hiking trail runs from Lake Sainoko to Senjugahama Beach at the western end of
Lake Chuzenji, the site of one of Nikko’s famous views: a panorama of the lake with

multiple mountain slopes descending into its waters and the majestic Mt. Nantai in the
distance. At the furthest point on the horizon is the spot where Lake Chuzenji empties

into Kegon Falls, at an

altitude of 1,269 meters above sea level.

Ryuzu (Dragon’s Head) Falls, one of Okunikko’s “Three Great Falls,” is the trail
destination. It is named for the outline of a dragon’s head formed by two branches of

the stream that are separated by a large rock face.

The Hiking Trail

The first half of this trail is considered an easy route. The secluded nature of the course
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is enhanced by limited access to the trailhead—the road is open only to bicycles and
scheduled low-emission buses. These buses run from the Akanuma Nature Information
Center, with the trailhead for Lake Sainoko beginning from the Sainoko-iriguchi bus
stop (a little over 20 minutes from Akanuma). From there the trail crosses a suspension
bridge before entering the long, level forest area to the lake, about a 25-minute walk.
From Lake Sainoko the trail is similar to the first section, all the way to Senjugahama
Beach (about 50 minutes). Those who are interested in a more leisurely walk can catch
one of the low-emission buses back to Akanuma. For the more adventurous, the trail
becomes moderately challenging as it continues along the Chuzenji lakeshore on an

up-and-down route to Ryuzu Falls (about 1 hour and 40 minutes).

Trail Highlights

Silence, solitude, and a comfortable walk are the highlights of this route—at least as
far as the beach. Hikers are welcome to stop along the way and enjoy Lake Sainoko, as
well as the leisure facilities (picnic tables and benches) available at Senjugahama
Beach on Lake Chuzenji. Be aware that the area is extremely popular with lovers of
flora in May (rhododendron), June (Japanese primrose, or Primula japonica), and
October (fall colors). Boats ferry tourists from across the lake during the June primrose
season. The trail from the beach to Ryuzu Falls offers a number of unobstructed views
of Lake Chuzenji and the surrounding mountains, with other secluded beach spots
along the way. One of the best views is from Akaiwa (Red Rock) before the trail

leaves the shore for the last uphill section to the waterfall.

Trail Tips
* Check the bus schedule. The bus service operates from the end of April to the end of

November, and the schedule varies depending on the day of the week and the season.

» Watch out for bears. They are usually not aggressive and tend to avoid people, but

it’s advisable to make some noise as you walk to let them know you are near.

* The road to the trailhead is open to cyclists, and e-bikes are highly recommended.

Please stay on the paved road and pull over to the side for passing buses.
* Please stay on the marked trails.

* Take all the photographs you want, but leave only footprints.
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Mountain Lakes Hike: Lake Kirikomi and Lake Karikomi
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Mountain Lakes Hike: Lake Kirikomi and Lake Karikomi

These two mysterious lakes are among the most secluded and serene bodies of water in
the Okunikko area. Lake Kirikomi and Lake Karikomi were formed when lava blocked
the exit of the water flowing from the surrounding mountains many centuries ago. The
two lakes are interconnected except in times of minimal rainfall, and the waters are
deep, up to 15 meters in places. No streams or rivers can be seen flowing out of the

lakes, so presumably they drain through underground channels.

According to legend, the local people lived in fear of a giant serpent that once called
this area home. The revered Buddhist priest Shodo Shonin (735-817), founder of the
temples and shrines of Nikko, heard of the harassment and confronted the serpent,
slashing it to death and burying its body in the lake waters. The two lakes were named
to honor this heroic act: kiri means to cut, kari means to hunt, and komi means to push

down.

Relatively few people take this trail, and hikers who make the trek are likely to find
themselves alone with the calm emerald waters, surrounded on all sides by thickly

forested mountains.

The Trail

The hiking trail is moderately challenging, with trailheads at Yumoto Onsen and
Kotoku Onsen. The entire route is approximately 10 kilometers long, climbing about

300 meters. The steep sections with steps near each end of the trail are the most
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strenuous. It takes an average of three and a half hours to hike the trail—with the lakes
about one hour from Yumoto, or two and a half from Kotoku. Most hikers begin at
Yumoto and either return there after reaching the lakes, or continue to Kotoku and

catch a bus back to Yumoto.

Trail Highlights

The trail follows a circuitous route around Mt. Mitsudake (1,945 m). The mountain
forest is primitive, with a rich variety of trees, including the Japanese elkhorn cedar, an
evergreen related to the Japanese cedar. Many tree roots, forced to grow horizontally
by the shallow topsoil, cross the trail. Much of the route winds along the western and
northern side of the mountain and remains largely in shadow. This contributes to the
many varieties of moss that can be found growing on rocks, trees, and the trail itself,
adding to the mystical atmosphere of this ancient forest. In places hikers will feel cool
air blowing from crevices and caves in the volcanic rock along the trail—a kind of
natural air conditioning. The trail on the Kotoku side of the lakes passes Karenuma
Swamp, one of the few open areas along the route. Karenuma literally means “dry
swamp,” though it now appears more like a dry prairie. It is a popular rest stop for

viewing alpine flowers in the early summer and colorful foliage in the fall.

Trail Tips

« It is important to make a morning start. The bus service departing from the end of the

trail is limited, and hikers can be stranded if they arrive late.

* The weather in the Okunikko mountains can change quickly. Dress appropriately,

wear suitable footwear, and stay hydrated.
* Benches are conveniently located along the trail.
* Please stay on the marked trails.

* Take all the photographs you want, but leave only footprints.
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Lake Kirikomi

Lake Kirikomi is the smaller of two secluded mountain lakes in the northern reaches of
Okunikko. Both are known for their calm emerald waters and ancient forest setting.
The lakes, which are connected by a narrow channel, were formed thousands of years
ago, when lava from volcanic eruptions on Mt. Mitsudake (1,945 m) blocked water
from flowing out of the valley. Lake Kirikomi is about 300 meters across at its widest
point and up to 15 meters deep. It is believed that the lakes drain through subterranean
channels, as there are no visible surface streams or rivers flowing out of them. The
surrounding area is noted for its pristine forests, volcanic outcroppings, and many

varieties of mosses, which grow on trees, rocks, and even the hiking trail.

According to the tale of how the lakes were named, the Buddhist priest Shodo Shonin
(735-817), founder of the temples and shrines of Nikko, heard that a giant serpent
living near the lakes was terrorizing people. The priest cut down the monster and laid
its body to rest in the lake waters. In tribute, the lakes were named to commemorate
this heroic feat. In Lake Kirikomi’s case, kiri means to cut and komi means to push

down.

The lakes can be reached via a circuitous hiking trail that winds around the slopes of
Mt. Mitsudake, linking Yumoto Onsen and Kotoku Onsen, two hot-spring resorts in
the area. Lake Kirikomi is the first lake on the route from the Kotoku Onsen trailhead,

about a two-and-a-half-hour hike.
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Lake Karikomi

Lake Karikomi is the larger of two secluded mountain lakes in the northern reaches of
Okunikko. Both are known for their calm emerald waters and ancient forest setting.
The lakes, which are connected by a narrow channel, were formed thousands of years
ago, when lava from volcanic eruptions on Mt. Mitsudake (1,945 m) blocked water
from flowing out of the valley. Lake Karikomi is about 600 meters across at its widest
point and up to 15 meters deep. It is believed that the lakes drain through subterranean
channels, as there are no visible surface streams or rivers flowing out of them. The
surrounding area is noted for its pristine forests, volcanic outcroppings, and many

varieties of mosses, which grow on trees, rocks, and even the hiking trail.

According to the tale of how the lakes were named, the Buddhist priest Shodo Shonin
(735-817), founder of the temples and shrines of Nikko, heard that a giant serpent
living near the lakes was terrorizing people. The priest cut down the monster and laid
its body to rest in the lake waters. In tribute, the lakes were named to commemorate
this heroic feat. In Lake Karikomi’s case, kari means to hunt and komi means to push

down.

The lakes can be reached via a circuitous hiking trail that winds around the slopes of
Mt. Mitsudake, linking Yumoto Onsen and Kotoku Onsen, two hot-spring resorts in
the area. Lake Karikomi is the first lake on the route from the Yumoto Onsen trailhead,

about a 70-minute hike.

130




FEeAEER X DRER (HA<FEER)

M3A A

AR, BERSEIEERDILECH D 2ADARENTTY . CO2AEFIZONBIXSI MBI
IKEENZRDED AR EDOZRTHSNTVET . MILVKEETENOTVS2iA(F. ETFORIIC,

BNSENETEKRN=E (1,945m) ONILEANTEHUDEERICEELLESHSNS
ECEOTHZRENE U, MIARR (F. IEBHERBIAVETATHLZO600mM, ZKERFRENETSTE
15mICERDET . R(C(ZBNSTNE TOSHA IFKEEHHEERSN TV, Bk (S
TOKBZESTRELTVWSEEZSNTVET , FIIHUEICIE, FONTOFRMK, NILEDE
BH. ZUT. R PEOHRET)\AF ) I-ZADBEICEEZTVR SRS HRBITHRESNET

HRBOBRICEDNDEIRCLDE. BAMIOFHAARZRVZIAME. BHE LA (735-
817) (&, HADZFIABOKIENELADERZIZEZSETVWBEEICLEUR. EAFZDIRDZ
o THIL. ZOTEBZBOKPICEDEUR. COHRBZFRZ. 2DDMICIFCORBICERA
E&aIhoIBnNEL. MARRD kari (Fhunt (573) . komi (Fpush down (FRUAL)
EVWDSRMRTT,

2DO#ING ZEORERICCIDEIEV TVD., HITRRENRREFES) A+ 1-ATH
MITENTEFT . MIABAR, BoRRAIDORERNSI-RTa>TH 70D SKEFRHCR Z T
BiATY.

131




019-005

Kotokunuma Swamp ByYtTh% S8R s SE R hES

(54 8IV] SETEA
(Z8%ER(A] WEB

TERN I REERFR X

Kotokunuma Swamp

Kotokunuma Swamp is a protected wetland within Nikko National Park, near the
Kotoku Onsen trailhead on the hiking trail to lakes Kirikomi and Karikomi. Despite its
small size (about 300 meters in circumference) and location off the beaten track, the
swamp is a favorite destination of naturalists. It is sustained by the crystal-clear waters
from a year-round spring, and even at the height of summer, the water temperature
never exceeds 15°C. This allows baikamo, a rare aquatic wildflower that can only
survive in pristine, flowing water below 15°C, to flourish and blanket the wetland with
its delicate white blossoms. In autumn, the swamp is known for reflecting the
surrounding mountains covered in their fall foliage of white birch and Japanese oak.
Groves of zumi, or Siebold’s crabapple, grow around the edges of the wetland; these
can be easily identified by their gnarled trunks and twisted branches. Hikers and other
visitors are encouraged to include this hidden highlight in their itinerary while taking

care to preserve the delicate ecosystem of its unique environment.
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The Yugawa River and the Father of Fly-Fishing in Japan

The Yugawa River winds its way through the heart of Okunikko. It originates at the
base of Yudaki Falls, meanders through the Senjogahara Marshland, and empties into
Lake Chuzenji some 12.4 kilometers from its source. The river is best known as the
birthplace of fly-fishing in Japan, thanks to the efforts of Thomas Blake Glover (1838—
1911), a prominent Scottish merchant who played an important role in the Meiji
Restoration after 1868. Glover was among the foreigners who were drawn to Nikko as
a summer getaway, building a lodge on the shore of Lake Chuzenji in 1893. He was an
avid fly-fisherman, and perhaps the Yugawa River reminded him of the streams near

his home in Scotland.

At that time, the rivers and lakes of Nikko had long been devoid of fish. The massive
height of Kegon Falls acted as a barrier to migration, and releasing fish was banned as
Lake Chuzenji was considered sacred. In 1902, Glover received permission to import
some 25,000 brook trout eggs from Colorado and release the hatched fry into the
Yugawa River. Though a typhoon killed the first batch, the population from a second
release thrived, and the river became a favorite fly-fishing spot for the foreign
dignitaries and businessmen who built summer homes in Nikko. The river, along with
Lake Yunoko, was later administered as an imperial household property. Today,
thanks to a catch-and-release restriction over its entire length, the Yugawa remains one

of the premier fly-fishing spots in the country for brook and rainbow trout.
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Forest and Marshes Nature Walk: Yudaki Falls to Senjogahara Marshland

This long but easy walk offers an excellent opportunity to experience the diverse
landscapes that make Okunikko a popular destination for hikers and strollers. The trail
follows the languid course of the Yugawa River as it makes its way from the dramatic
cascade of Yudaki Falls through an airy forest of deciduous trees, then emerges onto
the broad basin of the Senjogahara Marshland. Spread over some 400 hectares at an
altitude of 1,400 meters, Senjogahara is one of Japan’s most famous wetlands. It was
once a large lake created some 20,000 years ago by lava from an eruption of nearby Mt.
Nantai (2,486 m), which formed a natural dam. Today it can be traversed on extensive
boardwalks that protect the extensive yet fragile marsh ecosystem of plants and
animals. Senjogahara means “battlefield,” a name that comes from a mythical clash in
which the deity of Mt. Nantai transformed into a massive snake to defeat his rival deity

from Mt. Akagi, 35 kilometers to the southwest, who had turned into a giant centipede.

The Trail

This easy trail is fairly flat over its six kilometers. It begins at Yudaki Falls, where
hikers can stock up on beverages and enjoy an unimpeded view of the cascade. The
first third of the trail is a shaded forest walk, after which hikers follow raised
boardwalks built over the marsh. There are few trees in the marshland, leaving the
route largely exposed to the sun. This trail finishes at the Akanuma Junction, which
has a bus stop, but hikers can continue another two kilometers to Ryuzu Falls. Allow

two hours to Akanuma, or three to continue to Ryuzu Falls.

Trail Highlights
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The transition from wetland to forest is experienced in reverse on this walk. Hikers
will note the change in the forest foliage from tall stands of Japanese oak and other
large trees to younger Japanese white birch trees, before reaching the transitional area
around Izumiyadoike Pond. The mountain slopes erode over time to fill the edges of
these wetlands, which slowly transition into dry land and eventually forest.
Senjogahara Marshland is a naturalist’s delight. It is home to over 100 species of
plants, including the gnarled Siebold’s crabapple trees found in the drier areas and the
bright purple Japanese thistles. It is also a staging area in summer and winter for a
wide variety of migratory birds, such as mandarin ducks in aquatic areas and the
colorful narcissus flycatchers. (A signboard near the Akanuma trailhead displays the

in-season flora and fauna.)

Trail Tips
e This is the most popular trail in Okunikko, so be prepared to share the trail,

particularly during the peak seasons of midsummer and fall.

* There are few shaded areas on the boardwalk section, so hats are recommended in the

hotter months.

* Please stay on the trail and the boardwalks. The forests and marshes are fragile

ecosystems, easily damaged and slow to recover.

* Take all the photographs you want, but leave only footprints.
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Izumiyadoike Pond

Izumiyadoike Pond is a spring-fed pond on the western edge of the Senjogahara
Marshland, along the hiking trail from Yudaki Falls. Benches and tables next to the
pond offer resting spots where the trail leaves the forest for the wide-open wetlands.
The pond is part of a transitional zone where wetlands are slowly turning into dry land
and, eventually, a forested area. Despite the dead and decaying trees, the water in the
pond is remarkably clear, providing a habitat for the mallard ducks that make this their

year-round home.

The pond offers superb views of Mt. Nantai (2,486 m) rising above the marshland,
particularly after the autumn leaves have fallen. It is also known for an unusual natural
phenomenon: the mounds of sedge plants that blanket the area around the pond. These
mounds are created when soil erodes, leaving clumps of the plants, each about the size
of a human head, which seem to emerge from the ground. The mounds are
affectionately called yachi-bozu, or “marshland monks,” referring to the shaved heads
of Buddhist priests. The picturesque landscape and the unique features of this pond

make it a popular spot for nature enthusiasts and hikers.
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Ryuokyo Valley

The Ryuokyo Valley runs for approximately 6 kilometers along the Kinugawa River,
with the hot-spring resorts of Kawaji Onsen and Kinugawa Onsen at either end. The
mountains here were formed in an undersea volcanic eruption roughly 22 million years
ago. Over the millennia, the force of the river’s currents and cascading stones chiseled
away at the landscape, sculpting the gorge into its present configuration. The
characters for 7yu-o mean “dragon king,” a name given the valley in 1950 because its

winding course is said to resemble the auspicious image of an ascending dragon.

Rocks visible from the nature trail that follows the river through the gorge tell the
story of three distinct geological phenomena that contributed to its creation. The rocks
of Shiryu, the upriver section, are mostly purplish andesite created in the early stages
of the eruption. In the middle section, Seiryu, the rocks are primarily green tuff, which
is formed when ash and other rock fragments are ejected from a volcanic vent. The
extreme heat of the ash fuses it with the rock fragments, and the presence of copper in
the mix stains the rock a bluish green. The rocks of Hakuryu, the downriver section,
are predominantly rhyolite, a silica-rich volcanic rock characterized by its fine grain

and a white appearance.

Each of the three sections showcases unusual formations shaped by erosion and the
collapse of rocks as the river makes its way through the gorge. Although its flow may
seem peaceful much of the time, the Kinugawa River earned its name—meaning
“angry oni” (a mythical demon)—from the turbulence of the water and the noise of

tumbling stones following heavy rainfalls.
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Note: Land leeches are often found on the trail between April and November,
particularly during the rainy season. Spraying your shoes with repellent is highly

recommended.
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River Gorge Hike: Ryuokyo Valley

The deep, rugged Ryuokyo Valley was carved out of rock formed by an undersea
volcanic eruption some 22 million years ago. The rock was thrust from the sea, then
eroded over many millennia by the water and tumbling stones of the Kinugawa River.
Ryuokyo got its name—*“Dragon King”—from the river’s twisting route among the
rocks, said to resemble the figure of an ascending dragon. A nature trail follows the
gorge for six kilometers (about a three-hour walk) from Ryuokyo Station to the Kawaji
Onsen hot springs, though the scenic highlights are mostly located on the course
suggested here—the two kilometers of the lower part of the gorge. Three distinct
geological phenomena can be observed even on this short hike. The rocks of the
upstream section are largely purplish andesite, created in the early stages of the
eruption. The middle section rocks are primarily green tuff, formed when hot ash from
volcanic vents fused with various rock fragments. The rocks of the downstream
section are mostly rhyolite, a silica-rich volcanic rock with a fine, almost glassy grain
that appears white. Each of these sections features dramatic and unusual rock

formations created from erosion and collapses of the mountain slopes.

The Trail

This section of the trail begins from Ryuokyo Station, next to the large monument just
off the parking lot, and ends at Shiraiwa (White Rock), a bend in the river upstream.
The trail is generally easy. There are ups and downs as the route follows the banks of
the gorge, but it is fairly flat and is hikeable in good weather even by beginners. The
most strenuous section is the uphill climb to the road at Shiraiwa. A trail hut with
benches and toilets is located about halfway along the trail, soon after the Musasabi

(Flying Squirrel) Suspension Bridge.
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Trail Highlights

Not far from the trailhead, Goryuo Shrine stands on a picturesque rock promontory
facing Nijimi (Rainbow View) Falls. The shrine is dedicated to a sacred dragon god,
the guardian deity of the two nearby hot springs. When sunlight hits the fine spray, it
becomes abundantly clear where the waterfall got its name. Just up the trail is Tategoto
(Harp) Falls, so named for the many thin streams of water flowing off the rocks that
appear like the strings of a harp. Hikers should keep their eyes open for the variety of
locations and rock formations that have been given familiar names: the Kameana
(Potholes) are water-eroded depressions in the rock; Tohane (Hopping Rabbit) is the
narrowest point of the gorge, at four meters an easy distance for a jumping hare; and
Taikan (Grand View) offers a wide view of the gorge. The forest features Japanese red
pine, white birch, maple, and mountain cherry—so the views change with every
season. Winter, when many of the trees have shed their foliage, may be one of the best

times for unimpeded views of the cascading waters of the gorge.

Trail Tips
* Although the trail is clear and well maintained, the ground surface is uneven, with

many rocks and tree roots. Suitable footwear is highly recommended.

* Land leeches are often found on the trail between April and November, particularly
during the rainy season. Spraying leech repellent on your shoes is highly

recommended.
* Please stay on the marked trails.

* Take all the photographs you want, but leave only footprints.
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Taikan (Grand View)

Midway along the Ryuokyo Valley, on the right bank of the river, is a spot on the trail
called Taikan, or “Grand View.” As the name suggests, it offers a broad panorama of
the gorge as it twists upriver. This is the best place to grasp the full extent of the gorge
and understand how it got its name. Taikan is located in the Seiryu middle section of
rock formations, consisting mostly of green tuff, the mix of volcanic rock and ash that

gives the walls of the gorge their distinctive bluish green tinge.
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Gokoiwa (Five-Light Rock)

Gokoiwa is a massive rock 10 meters in diameter that sits on the riverbed in the upper
reaches of the Ryuokyo Valley. It is made of green tuff, formed when hot ash in the
volcanic eruption fused various rocks together. The hardness of the rock is uneven,
which causes different rates of erosion, leaving a hole in the middle of the rock. The
name is said to derive from a legend that the cave refracted light into five colors,

though this phenomenon is not visible today.
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Tohane (Hopping Rabbit)

This spot is the narrowest point in the Ryuokyo Valley. At only 4 meters across, it was
named “Hopping Rabbit” since it’s so narrow that “a rabbit could leap across.” Tohane
is in the uppermost reaches of the Seiryu section of the gorge, where the andesite rocks
are in the lowest strata of the green tuff layer. The hardness of the rock prevented a

wider field of erosion.
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Kameana (Potholes)

This geological phenomenon can be found in the Shiryu upriver section of the
Ryuokyo Valley, where the rocks are mostly andesite, created during the early stages
of the volcanic eruption 22 million years ago. Scattered across the horizontal rock
terrace are circular holes, formed by friction-induced erosion as circulating water rubs
small rocks or pebbles against the larger rock’s surface. These holes are called
kameana, literally “pot holes,” for their resemblance to large pots or kettles. Similar
holes have been found in the rhyolite rocks downriver, but those are situated much
higher in the cliff walls, whereas the holes here are only 1 meter above the current
water level. The difference is believed to be due to the river current eroding the rock

downstream at a faster pace than in this section of the gorge.
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Nijimi Falls

Nijimi (Rainbow View) Falls is one of the highlights on the Ryuokyo Valley nature
trail. It is visible from several angles along the promenade that links the trail to Goryuo
Shrine. The waterfall’s name comes from the vivid rainbow that frequently appears in
its spray, particularly on sunny mornings. The powerful cascade tumbles 20 meters to
the river below. Nijimi Falls is categorized as a “hanging valley,” a specific type of
shallow canyon that forms over a larger one. The rock at the top of the waterfall is
hornblende-bearing volcanic rock; hornblende is a complex mix of minerals that is
much harder and erodes much slower than the rhyolite that makes up the base of the

cliff below, creating an overhang.
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Goryuo Shrine

Goryuo Shrine perches on a rock cliff facing Nijimi Falls. To reach it, visitors pass
through the torii gate at the trailhead of the Ryuokyo nature trail and follow the steps
down to the river. The shrine venerates Takao no Mikoto, the “Dragon King” guardian
deity of the two nearby hot springs, Kinugawa and Kawaji. The statue, carved in 1825,
was once located in the wetlands of Mt. Keichozan to the northeast of this area, but
was moved to its present location in 1929 after local residents suffered from a great
flood and other calamities. The deity presides over water-related events, including
rainfall, but worshipers also come to pray for help with school studies, work, and the

harvest. The annual shrine festival is held on April 15.
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Tategoto (Harp) Falls

Not far beyond Nijimi Falls is another waterfall with a very different configuration.
Tategoto (Harp) Falls is 5 meters high and 3 meters wide during its peak water flow.
The mountain stream that feeds it begins on the slopes of Mt. Keichozan, some 6
kilometers to the northeast, and empties here into the Kinugawa River. The serrated
rockface at the edge of the falls breaks up the water flow into delicate cascades that are

said to resemble the strings of the musical instrument for which it is named.
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Tateyama

The town of Tateyama in Toyama Prefecture is the starting point of the Tateyama
Kurobe Alpine Route, a sightseeing course that traverses the Northern Alps. Along the
route, travelers are treated to sweeping views of snow-covered peaks, deep valleys,
and the massive concrete arch of the Kurobe Dam. In early spring, the highlight of the

route is the snow corridor, a roadway flanked by walls of snow up to 20 meters high.

The area around Tateyama Station, the terminus of the Toyama Regional Railway,
functions as a base for travelers on their way to the Alpine Route. Facilities include
several restaurants, hotels, and traditional »yokan inns, as well as a museum that
focuses on Tateyama’s geological and cultural history. Conveniently accessible from

the station is the 350-meter-high Shomyo Falls, the tallest waterfall in Japan.

Tateyama, however, is much more than the gateway to the Alpine Route. This
municipality of some 25,000 people extends along the Joganji River, from the central
parts of the fertile Toyama Plain all the way to the Hida mountain range. Towering
over Tateyama is the three-peaked Mt. Tate (3,015 m), for which the area is named.
The mountain has been considered sacred for millennia and is a well-known

destination for both pilgrims and recreational climbers.

Traditional religious faith and practices related to these mountains can be explored in
the village of Ashikuraji, the former epicenter of Tateyama-related beliefs, situated
along the Joganji River downhill from Tateyama Station. There, the Tateyama

Museum of Toyama offers an in-depth introduction to the area’s social, religious, and
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environmental history.

On the edge of the Toyama Plain lies the village of Iwakuraji and in it Oyama Shrine,
which enshrines the deity of Mt. Tate. A 20-minute drive from Iwakuraji is Green Park
Yoshimine, a family-friendly woodland space with camping grounds, a hot-spring

bathhouse, gardens, children’s playgrounds, and a variety of sports facilities.
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The Tateyama Faith

Mt. Tate has been a scene of religious devotion since antiquity. Worship on the
mountain has taken many forms over the centuries and incorporated a variety of Shinto
and Buddhist ideas, which underlie a set of beliefs collectively known as the Tateyama
faith.

An unworldly training ground

Mt. Tate (3,015m) is one of the tallest mountains in the Northern Alps. The volcano
towers over the Toyama Plain and is both an icon of the region and a precious source
of water. From prehistoric times into the last few centuries of the first millennium, the
mountain—itself considered a deity—was only worshiped from afar, as people

believed the souls of the dead resided among its three peaks.

Following the introduction of Buddhism to Japan in the sixth century, many native
beliefs were combined with interpretations of Buddhist teachings. Among the practices
that emerged out of this combination was Shugendo, in which shugenja (devotees of
Shugendo) retreat to remote and often inhospitable places such as mountains to
practice spiritual discipline in the presence of deities believed to reside in such settings.
In the case of Tateyama, the introduction of Shugendo is symbolized by the legend of
Saeki Ariyori, the figure held to have established Mt. Tate as a shugenja training

ground.
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The story goes that Ariyori, a son of the local governor, was led into the mountains by
a white hawk. During his pursuit of the bird, Ariyori encountered a black bear and shot
an arrow into the animal’s chest. He later discovered the bear in a cave near the
summit of Tateyama, where it turned into the Amida Buddha and implored Ariyori to
commit himself to ascetic practice. Tradition dates Ariyori’s revelation to the year 701,
and the discovery of bronze items such as staff finials and daggers around the summit,
known to have been left by devotees in places of religious significance, suggest Mt.

Tate may have been a Shugendo training ground as early as the eighth century.

Mt. Tate was one of numerous mountains throughout the country where Shugendo
ascetics practiced, but the volcano’s unique, otherworldly landscape led it to be seen as
a representation of hell. The mountain’s association with death became intertwined
with Buddhist depictions of the netherworld; the tree line was reimagined as a border
between the worlds of the living and the dead, while small lakes near the peak
represented bubbling pools of blood. Shugenja ascended the mountain to confront their
sins, cleanse their souls, and attain a symbolic rebirth that was believed to facilitate

their passage into paradise after death.

A popular purgatory

For centuries, climbing Mt. Tate and passing through its harsh terrain to purify one’s
spirit remained an exclusive practice undertaken only by small numbers of committed
ascetics. In the 1600s, however, the Tateyama pilgrimage began to gain broader appeal.
In a period of peace and growing prosperity, more people had the time and funds
required to undertake pilgrimages. Additionally, religious journeys were one of the

few forms of travel allowed for ordinary people.

Tales of the “hell” on Mt. Tate and its powers of purification resonated with many, and
an increase in pilgrim numbers led the Tateyama faith to develop in a more popular
direction. Dozens of pilgrim lodges (shukubo) were established in the villages of
Ashikuraji and Iwakuraji at the foot of the mountain. These lodges also functioned as
temples and priests’ residences, and they played a pivotal role in pilgrims’ spiritual
journeys. Elaborate paintings called Tateyama mandalas were produced to explain the

tenets of the faith to the public. The mandalas also played a role in spreading the
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Tateyama faith; each shukubo was assigned a specific part of the country for
proselytization efforts. Tateyama mandalas, painted on scrolls that were easy to carry,

helped priests expound the faith’s doctrine.

In the 1800s, at the height of the Tateyama faith’s popularity, up to 6,000 pilgrims are
thought to have ascended Mt. Tate in a single climbing season. These travelers were
all male, as the mountain was traditionally off-limits to women. This prohibition,
however, provided the impetus for an annual ritual that recreated the mountainside
passage through hell for women. Every September, female devotees in white pilgrims’
garb traversed the Nunobashi bridge in the village of Ashikuraji in a symbolic crossing
into the afterlife. This act was believed to have the same purifying effect as climbing

the sacred peak.

The ban on women entering Mt. Tate was abolished after the Meiji Restoration of
1868, after which many syncretic beliefs were done away with. Places of worship
dedicated to the mountain deities on and around the peak were converted into Shinto
shrines, and the Tateyama faith underwent yet another transformation. Some of the
elements discarded then have been revived in recent years: a reenactment of the
Nunobashi ritual takes place once every three years, and Tateyama mandalas have

begun to be appreciated as works of art.
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Tateyama Mandalas

Tateyama mandalas are elaborate paintings that provide a cohesive explanation of the
Tateyama faith as it was understood and practiced during the Edo period (1603—-1867).
The images were created in a time when ascending the sacred peaks of Mt. Tate
became possible for people who had not undergone religious training, and they were
intended to illustrate the tenets of the faith in an approachable manner. Like traditional
mandalas, they are visual representations of Buddhist doctrine and cosmology, but
make use of simple and colorful imagery that would have been widely familiar at the

time.

A Tateyama mandala consists of five key elements. The story starts with the birth of
the faith as expressed through the legend of Saeki Ariyori, an eighth-century figure
considered the first person to engage in ascetic practice on the mountain. The elements
of hell, heaven, and various other landscapes along the route to the summit are
depicted to symbolize a pilgrim’s spiritual journey passing through the netherworld on
the mountain’s slopes before achieving rebirth at the peak. The last element is the
Nunobashi bridge at the foot of the mountain, which represents a spiritual boundary
separating the sacred ground from the world of mortals. The bridge was also where
women, who were prohibited from entering the mountain, would conduct a ritual that

was believed to grant them the same blessings that an ascent to the peak would bring.

Approximately 50 Tateyama mandalas from the Edo period remain in existence. These
images have been discovered throughout Japan—a reminder of how they functioned as
tools in the propagation of the Tateyama faith. They were carried by priests from

villages at the foot of Mt. Tate who traveled with the scrolls on missionary journeys,
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carrying their faith’s message to audiences around the country.
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Things to Do Around Tateyama Station

Tateyama Station is the gateway to Mt. Tate and serves as the starting point of the
Tateyama Cable Car funicular line, the first leg of the Tateyama Kurobe Alpine Route.
The station area functions as a base for travelers on their way to the Alpine Route and
the peaks of Mt. Tate, and has several restaurants, hotels, and traditional ryokan inns,
as well as the Tateyama Caldera Sabo Museum focusing on Tateyama’s geological and

cultural history.

The Shitaka Onigiri (rice ball) shop just outside the station opens at 6:30 a.m. daily
and attracts hikers who wish to buy provisions before ascending Mt. Tate. Shitaka sells
onigiri wrapped in nori seaweed, while the nearby Aoki restaurant and café deals in
rice balls covered with a layer of tororo kombu (shredded kelp), a specialty of the
region. Sit-down meal options at Aoki include ramen, soba, and udon noodles, bowls
of rice topped with beef or pork, and curry-and-rice. Lunch sets consisting of a main
dish with salad, soup, and a choice of drink are served next door at Locomotion Coffee

and Bed, a stylish café that doubles as a hostel and tourist information center.

Other accommodation options near Tateyama Station include Senjuso, a traditional
ryokan inn, and the Tateyamakan and Green View Tateyama hotels. Both Senjuso and
Green View Tateyama have hot-spring bathing facilities. The nearby Tateyama
Caldera Sabo Museum offers an overview of Tateyama’s natural history, including the
origins of the Alpine Route and the area’s experience with natural disasters. Also
nearby is the National Center for Mountaineering Education, which serves as an

evacuation center in case of a natural disaster.
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Tateyama Tourist Information Center and E-Biking

The Tateyama Tourist Information Center is located inside Locomotion Coffee and
Bed, opposite Tateyama Station. The center provides travelers with multilingual
guidance for the Tateyama area, and English-speaking staff are available on weekends

to assist with directions, bookings, and other questions.

Additionally, the center is one of several places in Tateyama that offers E-bike rentals.
These electric-assist mountain bikes make exploring the hilly landscape comfortable
and convenient even for beginner cyclists. Their powerful motors help riders save
energy, especially when going uphill, when biking to sights such as Shomyo Falls and

Green Park Yoshimine.

Bicycle rentals are available from 7:00 a.m. until noon at the information center from
mid-April to the end of November. The cost is ¥2,000 for two hours, ¥3,000 for three
hours, and ¥5,000 for a full day. Safety helmets, gloves, and maps are included, and
staff can suggest routes tailored to various conditions and skill levels. Children need to

be aged 11 or older and at least 150 centimeters tall to ride.
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Tateyama Caldera Sabo Museum

Exhibits at the Tateyama Caldera Sabo Museum near Tateyama Station tell the history
of the area, with a focus on geology and local people’s experience with natural
disasters. Topics covered include the origins and activity of the Mt. Tate volcano, the
formation of the vast Tateyama Caldera, and the history of religious practices centered
on Mt. Tate.

Particular attention is given to local erosion-control works known as sabo (lit, “sand
prevention”), which refers to the prevention and mitigation of sediment-related
disasters. Sabo works are carried out in the upper reaches of the Joganji River, which
flows from the Tateyama Caldera through the town of Tateyama and across the
Toyama Plain to the Sea of Japan. The Tateyama Caldera was formed by erosion over
hundreds of thousands of years, and its walls still release vast amounts of sand and
mud that are carried downstream by the river. In 1858, a destructive earthquake caused
massive landslides within the caldera, temporarily blocking the river’s flow. When this
natural dam collapsed, the debris flow it unleashed devastated communities along the

river. This disaster was the impetus for the sabo works.

Efforts to control the amount of soil carried from the caldera by the river, prevent
erosion of the riverbanks, and ensure a stable supply of water to rice paddies on the
Toyama Plain started in 1906 and continue into the present. Tasks include the
maintenance of several dams within the caldera, periodic reinforcement of the
riverbanks, and the upkeep of a special railway line used to transport materials and
workers. Tours of the sabo works are organized twice a week from July to October and

can be booked via the museum’s website.
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Accommodation Around Tateyama Station

Staying near Tateyama Station is a convenient option for travelers planning to climb
Mt. Tate in a single day or set out on a journey along the Tateyama Kurobe Alpine
Route from early morning. The following accommodation facilities are located in the

immediate vicinity of the station:

Senjuso

Senjuso is a traditional, family-friendly ryokan inn with hot-spring bathing facilities
ideal for resting tired limbs after a long day exploring the trails of Mt. Tate. When
booking, guests can choose either a tatami-mat room in which futon mattresses are laid
out at night or a Western-style room with beds. Meals center on Japanese home
cooking, with breakfast consisting of rice, miso soup, and small side dishes such as
grilled fish and tamagoyaki omelet. Shiroebi (baby white shrimp) and other seafood
from Toyama Bay, sansai (herbs and other wild mountain vegetables), and Toyama-

grown rice can be savored for dinner.

Tateyamakan

The eight-room Tateyamakan overlooks Tateyama Station and offers views that are a
particular draw for train aficionados. Many transport enthusiasts stay at the hotel for
the opportunity to photograph one of the Toyama Regional Railway’s trains in the
same frame as the Tateyama Cable Car funicular’s carriage. Both tatami-mat rooms
and Western-style rooms with beds are available, and the facility includes a communal
bath. Meals highlight local ingredients such as freshwater fish and edible wild greens.

Breakfast can be arranged to go.
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Locomotion Coffee and Bed

Locomotion opened in 2022 and occupies a traditional country-style house turned into
a modern café¢ and hostel with a tourist information center on the premises. The
second-floor hostel has both private rooms and gender-segregated dormitory lodging.
Breakfast is served in the café downstairs, and set meals such as spaghetti and curry-

and-rice are available for lunch. The caf¢ transitions into a bar in the evening.

Green View Tateyama

Green View is the largest accommodation facility near Tateyama Station. All rooms
have tatami mat-covered floors, but guests sleep on beds in the twin rooms and on
futon in the standard rooms. The premises include a restaurant, karaoke room, and gift
shop, as well as Senju no Yu, the hotel’s hot-spring bathing facility, which is open to

day visitors between 10:30 a.m. and 2:30 p.m.
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Toyama Rice

Rice was historically the main source of prosperity in what is now Toyama Prefecture,
and it remains the backbone of the area’s agriculture as well as the staple of its
culinary culture. Toyama faces the Sea of Japan to the north while mountains rise in
the other three directions. Several rivers fed by mineral-rich water from the mountains
flow toward the sea through sweeping, fertile plains. Along with the region’s hot,
humid summers and cold winters, this environment is considered ideal for rice

cultivation.

In mountainous Tateyama, where some of the rivers nourishing the plains below
originate, Toyama rice can be savored in many forms. Onigiri (rice balls) are popular
with hikers and are an ideal on-the-go meal. Shops and restaurants near Tateyama
Station, such as Shitaka and Aoki, serve them wrapped in nori seaweed or, as is
customary in Toyama, enveloped in tororo kombu (kelp seasoned with vinegar and
shredded into thread-like strips).

Aoki also offers a “lava curry,” a dish it created with the help of the nearby Tateyama
Caldera Sabo Museum. The dish features Toyama rice molded into shapes resembling
geological features on Mt. Tate and doused with curry to mimic lava flows from the

volcano.
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Tateyama Souvenirs

Local products expressing various aspects of the town’s history, culture, or natural
environment make excellent souvenirs of Tateyama. Local shops offer a wide selection,
including wooden handicrafts, honey-infused soap, and aromatic herbal teas made

from wild plants. In the Tateyama Station area, the largest souvenir shop is located
inside the station building and stocks an extensive selection of savory and sweet

snacks, clothing, and Tateyama-themed memorabilia.

A recurring decorative motif on many of these products is the ptarmigan, the official
bird of Toyama Prefecture. Known locally as raicho (lit., “thunder bird”’) and breeding
mainly in the Japanese Alps, the elusive bird is revered as a divine messenger in
folklore and is associated with protection against fires and lightning. Its spiritual
significance has made the raicho a popular emblem on various items, such as

stationery, and ptarmigan figurines and plush toys are widely available.

Near Tateyama Station, a curated selection of souvenirs can be perused at Isojima
Shoten, a small shop where particular attention is devoted to a lineup of sake from
around Toyama Prefecture. This includes the Tateyama brand by Tateyama Shuzo, a
brewery that was established in 1830 and is now the largest producer by volume in the
region. Tateyama brand sake is dry (karakuchi) and distinguished by its unintrusive

mouthfeel, depth of flavor, and compatibility with any cuisine.
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Bijodaira

The Bijodaira area (lit., “Beauty’s Plateau”) is noted for its giant sugi (Japanese cedar)
trees, some of which are more than 300 years old. The area’s many walking trails

allow visitors to explore the surrounding old-growth forest.

Most conspicuous among the cedars is the Bijosugi, one of the two towering
specimens that stand outside the Bijodaira cable car station. The tree is associated with
several local legends relating to the prohibition of women from entering sacred Mt.
Tate, a practice upheld until 1868 when the Meiji Restoration ushered in the

modernization of Japan.

In one of these stories, a beautiful princess was separated from her betrothed, who had
ascended the mountain for ascetic practice. The princess prayed to the spirits of the
tree to be reunited with her beloved. Her wish was granted, and the tree came to be
known as Bijosugi, (lit., “the beauty’s tree’’), a moniker that was then also given to the
surrounding area. In another version of the tale, the lady attempted to follow her lover

up the mountain but was turned into a tree by the mountain deity.

Uphill from Tateyama Station, from the Bijosugi tree, four walking courses lead into
the forest, passing by a number of other giant Japanese cedars. The shortest trail, a 1-
kilometer loop, can be completed in 30 minutes, while the 2- and 2.5-kilometer
courses take around one and two hours respectively. Visitors with at least two and a
half hours to spare may want to choose the 4-kilometer trail, which leads deep into the

primeval beech forest extending across Bijodaira before turning back toward the cable
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car station. In winter and spring, Bijodaira can be explored on snowshoe tours.
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Shomyo Falls

The 350-meter Shomyo Falls is the tallest continuously flowing waterfall in Japan and
the most distinctive feature of the Shomyo River, which originates on the slopes of the
Mt. Tate volcano. The waterfall cascades over four tiers of rock protruding from a
sheer volcanic cliff, producing a thunderous roar. The waterfall was formed by an
ancient volcanic eruption, when lava flowed down the slopes of the mountain and
hardened, and then by erosion caused by the river over tens of thousands of years. In
April and May, when meltwater from the mountain fills the river to the brim, an even

taller waterfall known as Hannoki Falls appears to the right of the main cataract.

Shomyo means “chanting scripture,” and the falls earned this poetic name from the
strangely harmonious rumble emitted by the plunging water, thought to resemble the
sound of monks chanting sutras in a temple. An elevated lookout to the right of the
falls provides unimpeded views of the plunge basin, and the spray rising from it often
reaches the viewing point. Under the right conditions, most commonly in mid-

afternoon, a rainbow may appear in the spray.

Shomyo Falls can be reached by a bus that connects Tateyama Station with the parking
lot that marks the entrance to the falls area. From there, it is a 30-minute walk to the
falls on a well-maintained path along the river, with constant views of the steep cliff
formation that culminates in the waterfall. Renting an E-bike at the station and cycling
to the parking lot is also possible, but note that bicycles are not allowed beyond the

entrance.
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Green Park Yoshimine

Green Park Yoshimine at Tateyama Yoshimine Onsen is a vast green space on a
forested hillside overlooking the plains of Toyama. The park features walking trails,
children’s playgrounds, a campsite, holiday cottages, a variety of sports facilities, a
hot-spring bathhouse, and much more. It also serves as a gateway to Chubu-Sangaku
National Park. Green Park Yoshimine is a 25-minute drive from Tateyama Station, the

starting point of the Tateyama Kurobe Alpine Route.

The mostly flat central section is easy to explore on foot and encompasses Yoshimine
Koryukan, the park’s main information center and caf¢, a spacious playground, a
miniature golf course, barbecue facilities, and kitchen-equipped cottages that can
accommodate four to six guests. From the central section, paved trails and dirt paths
lead up the hillside to gazebos and two lookout towers. As the trails are steep in some
places, visitors exploring the upper part of the park may want to consider renting an

electric-assist mountain bike (E-bike) at Yoshimine Koryukan.

The lower section of the park includes a car camping zone where visitors can pitch a
tent or sleep in their vehicle, and the Yoshimine Heights ryokan inn, restaurant, and
hot-spring baths. The bathhouse, Yu-Land, has an outdoor bath (rotenburo) and a
sauna. It is open to daytime visitors as well as overnight guests, many of whom are

travelers returning from the mountains of Chubu-Sangaku National Park.
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Tateyama Kannon Pilgrimage

Thirty-three statues housed in temples or small Buddhist halls or placed on roadsides
across the modern-day municipality of Tateyama make up the Tateyama Kannon
Pilgrimage, a spiritual and scenic journey along the path used by devotees who
ascended Mt. Tate during the Edo period (1603—-1867). Pilgrims from throughout the
country traveled to the sacred peak to cleanse themselves from sin and achieve a

symbolic rebirth, which was believed to facilitate entry into the afterlife.

A journey to remote Mt. Tate was time-consuming, and pilgrims made frequent stops
along the way to rest and resupply. During these breaks, they would often pray at local
sites of worship, occasionally leaving behind or dedicating religious objects such as
statues of deities including Kannon, the bodhisattva of compassion. In time, these
statues collectively came to constitute a secondary pilgrimage route akin to a miniature
version of the well-known 33-temple Saigoku Kannon Pilgrimage in the Kansai region.
Subsequent pilgrims on their way to Mt. Tate were thus able to complete two religious
undertakings in one journey. The 33 stone likenesses of Kannon also served to mark

the route to the mountain.

The 42-kilometer route of the Tateyama Kannon Pilgrimage starts at Oyama Shrine in
the village of Iwakuraji, at the edge of the Toyama Plain, and follows the Joganji River
uphill to Tateyama Station. From there, it follows the Tateyama Kurobe Alpine Route
and ascends to the Murodo Plateau, which is situated more than 2,400 meters above
sea level and serves as the base for climbers heading to Mt. Tate. Along the way, the
landscape changes dramatically from lowland to mountainous terrain. The pilgrimage

route between Iwakuraji and Tateyama Station is most conveniently covered by
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electric-assist mountain bike (E-bike), available to rent at the station, whereas the part

along the Alpine Route can only be completed on foot.
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Welcome to the Goto Islands Geopark

What is a geopark?

Geoparks are territories or landscapes with a unique geological heritage that tell a
piece of our planet’s history. Parks are maintained with the goals of ecological
protection, general education, and sustainable development. Unlike national parks,
which focus primarily on nature conservation, geoparks take a wider perspective by
focusing on the ways natural and cultural histories intersect. They offer the chance to
explore the evolution of local identity, history, and material heritage that have
developed as a part of a unique landscape. Tourism is crucial to securing the long-term
public, political, and financial support to develop and protect these important sites,

particularly as climate change and weather-related hazards present new challenges.

Where is the Goto Islands Geopark?

The Goto Islands are part of Nagasaki Prefecture, located at the southwestern end of
the Japanese archipelago. The region has some 150 islands, many of them uninhabited,
but as the name “Goto” (five islands) suggests, there are five main islands in the
group: Fukue, Naru, Hisaka, Wakamatsu, and Nakadori. The government has
designated the southern part of the island chain—called the Shimogoto area—as a
national geopark. It encompasses Fukue, Naru, Hisaka, and their surrounding smaller

islands.

What is so special about Goto?
Both culturally and geologically, the Goto Islands are a bridge to Eurasia. They were
the last part of the Japanese archipelago to separate from the continent, splitting off a

relatively recent 22 to 17 million years ago. Signs of the tectonic and volcanic forces
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that shaped them are visible everywhere—from rugged cliffsides to stone-walled
farmers’ fields—and few places can claim such geological diversity in such a small

arca.

The islands’ proximity to mainland Asia also made them a hub for cultural and
economic exchange. In the eighth century, Fukue was the last staging ground for
Japanese envoys traveling by sea to China. Many of the ideas they brought back,
including Buddhist beliefs, are still central to Japanese culture today. The islands
remained an important gateway for maritime trade in the East China Sea through the

nineteenth century.

The remote and craggy coastlines of the islands also provided shelter for the so-
called “hidden Christians,” who were forced underground when Christianity was
outlawed during the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. Today, this diverse religious
history lives on in an eclectic heritage of unique folk dances, Shinto festivals, and

Buddhist-influenced Christian practices.

The Goto Islands are also a bridge between ecological worlds, with a mix of
temperate, subtropical, and tropical species. Positioned at the edge of the East China
Sea, between the deep Okinawa Trough and the warm waters of the Tsushima Current,
Goto is one of the few places where plants and animals from Japan, the Asian

continent, and the Indo-Pacific can coexist.
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Tomie Area

The Tomie area is the southernmost part of Fukue Island, located on a low peninsula.
About 1 million years ago, volcanic activity in the area began producing flows of low-
viscosity basaltic lava. One of these flows, estimated to have occurred between

510,000 and 180,000 years ago, created the lava plateau that makes up much of Tomie.

Highlights

lana Lava Tube

Lava tubes are formed when erupting lava moves downhill, melting a channel into the
rock as it flows. The core of the flow remains hot and fluid, while the outer surface
cools and solidifies as it comes in contact with air and water. As the central, liquid
core flows on, its hardened shell is left behind, forming a hollow tunnel of stone. Many
of these tunnels can be found in Tomie. lana is the largest, extending some 1,400
meters into the earth. The lower part of this lava tube has filled with water and is home
to rare cave creatures such as Luciogobius albus, a goby species first discovered in the
Goto Islands. Several bat species also inhabit the cave-like upper regions, which were

sometimes used as quarries by local residents in need of stones for construction.

Tomie Stone Storehouse

The walls of this 9-meter-by-25-meter basalt-block storehouse are all that remain of a
large structure built by a local samurai lord in the seventeenth or eighteenth century.
Volcanic basalt, found in large quantities all over Tomie, has long been an important

building material, as it is very hard and provides good thermal insulation. While local
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farmers often used rough-hewn or natural stone, the lord who commissioned this
storehouse exacted higher standards and spared no expense in the construction. The
stones were laboriously cut and shaped into blocks that would fit together without
mortar. A weather- and vermin-proof storehouse was particularly important for storing
the community’s rice harvest, as set units of rice were equivalent to currency at the

time.
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Fukue Area

The Fukue area occupies the eastern half of Fukue Island and encompasses the
eponymously named main port and largest city. The area is notable for several
important sites related to the island’s Edo period (1603—1867) history, as well as the

Goto Islands’ most famous landmark, Mt. Onidake.

Highlights

Fukue Castle and Samurai Residences

Fukue Castle, sometimes called Ishida Castle, is a rare example of a sea castle and was
originally built with water on three sides. Completed in 1863, it required an estimated
50,000 laborers and was the last castle built in Japan. The central structures were torn
down soon after samurai rule ended in 1867, but the outer stone walls and moat
survive, as well as a villa and garden built in 1858 by the thirtieth Fukue lord. Nearby
is a street of samurai residences that once housed the domain’s high-ranking retainers.

The houses are surrounded by the area’s characteristic basalt-rock walls.

Abunze Coast

The 7-kilometer coastline in Abunze is formed of a type of jagged black lava rock
known as “aa,” deposited there when Mt. Onidake erupted around 18,000 years ago.
Since then, ocean waves have eroded the porous stone, creating a striking coast of
oddly shaped pillars and crags speckled with quartz crystals. When the tide recedes,
the rocks form tidepools in which tiny creatures—shrimp, hermit crabs, snails,

barnacles, and many others—wait for the waves’ return. Warmed by the mild waters
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of the Tsushima Current, many subtropical plants grow along the shoreline. Nearby is
the Abunze Visitor Center, where multilingual displays explain the Goto Islands’

landscape, ecology, and history.

Mt. Onidake

Mt. Onidake stands 315 meters high and is the youngest of the Goto Islands’ volcanic
mountains, last active around 18,000 years ago. It is easily recognized by its gently
rounded conical shape and large expanse of green grass. Pine trees once covered its
slopes, but they were cut down to build Fukue Castle; afterward, residents chose to
maintain the grassland. A short hike to the top gives a 360-degree view of the city of
Fukue, the coastline, and neighboring islands. Along the path, sharp-eyed hikers may

spot black lava fragments—called “lava bombs”—ejected by Onidake’s last eruption.
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Miiraku Area

The Miiraku area, located on the northwestern side of Fukue Island, was formed by
volcanic flows that erupted from Mt. Kyonodake 340,000 to 260,000 years ago. At the
tip of the peninsula is Kashiwazaki Cape, which was once the last port of call for
envoy ships that made the dangerous crossing to China in the eighth and ninth
centuries. On a small hill, a stone statue and monument honor Kukai (774-835), a
priest who traveled to China to study esoteric Buddhism and returned to found the
highly influential Shingon school of Buddhism. Kukai remains one of the most revered

religious figures in Japanese history.

Several sandy beaches are nestled in inlets on the peninsula’s east and west sides,
making Miiraku a popular area for swimming and watersports. Sheltered coves on the
northeastern side are havens for small farming and fishing villages, where churches

built during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries still stand.

Highlights

Takahama Beach

The craggy coastal inlets of Miiraku collect sand and soil carried down from the
mountains by rivers. The sand and soil combine with particles of shell and coral
brought in on the ocean waves, forming beaches. The sprawling, white-sand beach of
Takahama is one of the island’s most striking, with a 400-meter-long stretch of sand
enclosed by two rocky promontories. The water is calm and clear, making it ideal for
swimming, and the shallow depth creates striking gradations of blue and green. This
idyllic cove has earned a spot on the Ministry of the Environment’s list of Japan’s 100
Best Beaches.
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Fish-Basket Kannon

The promontory just north of Takahama Beach has an unusual stone statue: the
Buddhist deity Kannon, Boddhisatva of Compassion, holding a fish basket.
Traditionally, this image of Kannon—a version known as “Gyoran (fish-basket)
Kannon”—was thought to keep sailors safe and bring fishermen bountiful catches.
From the statue’s vantage point, visitors can look out at the East China Sea, as well as

observe the Goto Islands’ diverse geological formations in the surrounding cliffs.

Traditional Fishing and Farming

Initially, settlers avoided Miiraku because the area is exposed to direct northwesterly
monsoon winds. To make the region more habitable, they eventually planted groves of
salt-resistant camellia trees to act as windbreaks and protect the circular fields known
as maruhata. These groves and fields are still in use today. The area is also a good
place to see the traditional tidal fishing weirs called sukean, which use stacked walls of

lava rock to trap fish at low tide.
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Kishiku Area

The Kishiku area lies on the northeastern side of Fukue Island. A defining feature of
Kishiku is Mizunoura Bay, which was divided by a long, thin basaltic lava flow
around a million years ago. Called Gyogasaki Peninsula, this extension of land shelters
the mouth of the bay and creates a well-protected harbor. Protection from the strong
northern winds and currents was crucial for ships traveling west toward China, and this

safe harbor made the Goto Islands a maritime gateway to Eurasia.

From Mizunoura Bay, winding inlets stretch farther inland, and many of these
shallows have been filled in to create flat land for rice farming. Still, evidence of
former waterways and mooring areas can be seen near the water—including a large
hawser stone (called the Tomozuna Stone) once used to secure the boats of envoys

setting sail for China.

Highlights

Gyogasaki Park

Gyogasaki is a public park known for its broad lawns, sea views, and seasonal flowers
that include cosmos, sunflowers, and in spring, some four million rapeseed blossoms.
The strong sea breezes here also make this a good place to fly the Goto Islands’

traditional paper and bamboo kites, called baramondako.

Shirodake Observatory
This observatory was built on the site of a mountain fortress that Fukue Island’s rulers

used in the fourteenth century. Today, this high ground gives expansive views of the
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Goto Islands and Fukue’s unusual mosaic of geological features. From here, it is also
easy to see how local communities have adapted to the land: rice paddies are nestled in
flat stretches of land reclaimed from the sea, and fishing villages are sheltered in coves

formed by ridges of ancient lava that jut across the bay.

Iwatate Shrine

The current shrine was built by the ruling Goto family at the end of the fourteenth
century, making it one of the oldest shrine buildings on the island. It is surrounded by
a primeval forest of osmanthus that has likely survived due to traditional prohibitions
against saws or hatchets on shrine grounds. The trees are now protected as a
Designated Cultural Property of Nagasaki Prefecture. The shrine also hosts a festival

each September that includes a performance of kagura (shrine dancing).
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Tamanoura Area

The remote Tamanoura area, which occupies the southwest part of Fukue Island, is a
long peninsula that curves northward along the coast like a fishhook. The peninsula’s
sheer cliffs record the complex geological history of the Goto Islands. Horizontal
bands of sedimentary brown sandstone and black mudstone are cut through with
perpendicular lines of white rhyolite. The layered sandstone indicates that the area was
once a continental lake or riverbed; sediment settled beneath the water, then hardened
over millions of years. Then, 19 to 15 million years ago, the land was thrust upward
and torn apart by crustal movement as the Goto Islands separated from the Asian
continent. Two to three million years later, eruptions of silica-rich rhyolitic lava burst

up through the older sandstone.

Highlights

Osezaki Lighthouse

This lighthouse, still in operation today, was built in 1971 and converted to solar
power in 20009. It stands on a 60-meter-high cliff at the island’s westernmost edge,
overlooking the open waters of the East China Sea. Its powerful lamp, which shines at
3,700 candela, guides ships up to 20 kilometers away around the craggy edge of
Kyushu. There is a hike to the lighthouse that takes about an hour round trip and
rewards visitors with an unbroken view of the sea. The lighthouse is also a prime
location for autumn birdwatching, as crested honey buzzards make it their last stop

before crossing over to mainland China.
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Imochiura Church Lourdes
This was the first brick church built in the Goto Islands and was completed in 1879. In
1987, it was so damaged by a typhoon that it had to be demolished, but the church was

reconstructed the following year.

Imochiura’s importance as a holy site extends beyond its church. It also houses a
holy grotto with a healing spring modeled after one in Lourdes, France, where the
Virgin Mary supposedly appeared. Similar replicas, called “Lourdes Grottoes,” have
been built worldwide. The one in Tamanoura was created in 1899 at the suggestion of
a French priest named Father Albert-Charles Pélu. Christian residents brought rocks
from all around the islands to construct the cave, and Father Pélu sent to France for the
statue of Mary that stands in the church’s grotto today. He also had water sent from
Lourdes and poured into the Imochiura spring. Today, pilgrims still come to drink

from the spring, believing it has the same healing powers as its namesake.

nEﬁ*u%K@'ﬂinR ( EZRDD DR)

EZiBx

BIEOmAEIZ 53 ABBNL T B (S, IO EMEREORVEST. £0
HOLSTBFETEO>TICH-TUL TV, COMEOEG. AEHSOEHRMMEFHIE
SERITSEBIEROTVD. HBUBBORELBVWEEDKTEOFHEE. BUVRRE
DOEEDIRTENMTVS. BIROR A ZOHIENN D TRIEDMIN K THOZZEZRL.
HERRYD(SAKD T (TRERL . BEBEMNITEF . €D, 1,9005FEN51,500F5FHi(C,
ABHSENTSTRENSUIDEESNERIC, #IRRZEENCLOTHEERAZEE EIFAN. BIERN
niz. FNN5200 5 ENSB300HFE., SN2 (EUREEFTEN VP EZZEEED
TIEHUR,

RET3

KRBT &

197 14F(SEFEEN. 2009F(CA R E (CErifian e, BORAIKICHDFHI60X— LD
WrED L(CES. R BOXKBEZRT39. 3,7001>7 3058 NR5> T &, FUNOEFR
#20F05CETHZRRL TN TEEFTOEENLRRIO/\(F>JTE, 8% —LTE3,
Fe. \FHOXDHEKRECEZRIOREOBRIMICRDH. D= RIAYF I DIEIF 0I5
FRTth3.

HEBBIOVILE

201




ASETERVISETANZLYAEDOHET. 1879F(CTMUIz. ENNBI0FEERD19874,
BRETAREREEZRZ T, MDIRUVERERENN BFEBEING

B U TCOHFHBSORRMR . LOTEDDHZLINCEHSD. 1899F. 7ILAILE-R)L
—HREVITTZANHRN, BRBROBEHSFEICERYITOENZESIN TSI
ADJIVROEIMEZBIRT B L ZREB UL, KEEZHZEDHBFRICEY, FIAMGFEOER
NEFHSEZIFEED. FREZERUL. N —HR(E SHIZICIIHTVWSI—0v/(EOYY
TEEIZTDAITED Tz, IWVRNSKZEOTESL HEFHEEDRSEVE, SETHK
HLAEER. CORCEEOZDOBREFURBULDO NN GHDEEU T, SROKZERHODTLS.

202




021-007

Geology of the Goto Islands HEMEEEREERERES

(91bV] #2715 : thEREEME (BREsSIRDE-RRsIE)
[FREHIK] /N>TLyhk

TERN I REERFR X

Geology of the Goto Islands

The Goto Islands are part of a geological stratum called the Goto Group that formed
22 to 17 million years ago as part of the Eurasian continental plate. The story of how
inland lakes and rivers transformed into mountainous islands far from the mainland is

a testament to the dynamic geological forces that shape our planet.

From Continent to Archipelago

Twenty-two million years ago, the land that is now Japan was a volcanic mountain
range on the eastern edge of the Eurasian continent. About 19 million years ago, the
movement of tectonic plates began to pull the mountain range in two, creating lower-
lying flats that filled with rain and mountain runoff to form lakes. As the plates
continued to pull apart, the eastern side of the mountains split off, becoming the
Japanese archipelago. That separation caused the lake lands to sink. Sea water flowed
in, flooding the gap between the new land and the old continent to create the Sea of
Japan. At that time, the Goto Islands were still connected to the southern island of

Kyushu, which was the last landmass to separate from Eurasia.

Volcanic Deposits and New Rifts

About 16 million years ago, magma pushed the landmass up and violent pyroclastic
flows (scorching bursts of ash and solidified chunks of lava) reached the surface,
dramatically changing the landscape. The old lakebeds that had formed during the
previous age were split by huge masses of newly formed igneous rocks like granite,
rhyolite, and tuff. This was a period of felsic magmatic activity, meaning the rocks had
high percentages of silica. Silica tends to form extensive chain molecules, making

magma more viscous (thick and slow-flowing). This prevents dissolved gases from
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escaping and generally causes more explosive eruptions.

About 7 million years ago, another tectonic shift pulled along the original fault line,
and the stress caused new perpendicular faults to open up as large sections of land
slipped apart. Over time, erosion worked on these new fault lines, creating valleys that
would eventually become the straits between the islands of the Goto Group. This

process created the islands’ complex coastlines.

Lava Shapes the Land

Finally, starting about 1 million years ago, the islands entered another period of
volcanic activity, this time of the basaltic type. Basaltic flows have low amounts of
silica and more iron and magnesium. As the name suggests, they commonly form
basalt rock. Lower amounts of silica mean the flows tend to be less viscous and less

explosive, forming wide lava plateaus as they flow slowly toward lower ground.

In the Goto Islands, these basaltic eruptions largely took place at the northern and
southern ends of the volcanic group. Although the eruptions emerged at different
places and across the span of nearly a million years, each one originated from the same
source of underground magma —a phenomenon known as a monogenetic volcanic
field. The Goto Islands are one of only three places in Japan where this type of

volcanic field can be found.

Many of Fukue Island’s most iconic natural features were formed during this period,
including the jagged black coastline of Abunze and the rounded top of Mt. Onidake, a
cinder (or scoria) cone volcano. Scoria is an igneous rock filled with bubble-like
cavities formed by escaping gases as magma cools. Based on scoria fall in the
geological record, the last volcanic activity is believed to have been about 2,300 years

ago, meaning the volcanic group is considered still active.

From Peninsula to Island Chain

When the Goto Islands broke off from the continent, they were still part of Kyushu,
the largest southern island in the Japanese archipelago. The islands were also still
connected to each other, because at that time, much of the earth’s water was trapped in
glaciers and sea levels were much lower. However, with the melting of glaciers at the
end of the last ice age, sea levels rose approximately 120 meters, creating the string of

islands seen today.

The islands’ geological history is a complex mosaic: sedimentary rocks dotted with
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freshwater fossils lie beside massive boulders of silica-flecked granite dusted with tiny
Pele’s tears, shards of black volcanic glass formed during basaltic lava flows. The
Goto Islands have a uniquely diverse landscape that is remarkable for so small an
area—one that offers countless opportunities to explore how geological forces have

shaped our world.
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The History of Fukue Island: 600s to 1800s

The Goto Islands’ proximity to the Asian continent has made Fukue a hub for cultural
exchange, maritime commerce, and domestic defense for more than a millennium. In
fact, the Goto Islands were likely an important port well before written records existed.
They are mentioned specifically in the eighth-century Kojiki (Record of Ancient

Matters), Japan’s oldest surviving historical text.

Envoys to China

In the eighth century, Tang dynasty China (618-907) was the political and cultural
center of East Asia. Between 630 and 894, Japan sent 19 envoy ships to China for
diplomacy, research, and trade. Beginning in 702, Fukue Island served as the ships’
final staging area before the dangerous crossing to the mainland; it was also the first
port that welcomed them back. For centuries, these envoys returned bearing goods and

ideas that would profoundly impact Japanese culture.

As a result of the envoys’ research, the government adopted Tang-style land reform
policies, bureaucratic structures, penal codes, city planning, architecture, standardized
measurements, and population registers. The envoys also returned with new schools of
Buddhist thought. Buddhism had been introduced to Japan from the Korean Peninsula
in the mid-sixth century, but had not been adopted outside the imperial court. However,
two envoys who studied Buddhism in China returned to spread what they had learned:
Saicho (767-822) and Kukai (774-835), who went on to found two very influential
schools of Japanese Buddhism. Saicho founded the Japanese Tendai school, which
popularized Buddhism among the masses, while Kukai’s Shingon school influenced
the thought and aesthetics of the Heian court (794—1185), and thus the trajectory of

Japanese art and culture.
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Trade and Piracy

The envoy missions ended at the turn of the tenth century, when the Tang dynasty
began to decline and trade picked up pace in the East China Sea. It became a
particularly active trade zone from the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, with Fukue at
the center of a network of sea routes connecting what are now China, Korea, Taiwan,
and Japan. This wealth of trade attracted pirates and led to the rise of marauders called
wako, who raided settlements on the Korean and Chinese coasts. In the early decades
of this period, these pirates were often in the pay of Japanese warlords, who sent the
pirates to engage in trade if the residents were willing, and piracy if they refused.
Trade treaties later curtailed some of this activity, and the rise of powerful centralized

governments in Japan and China in the seventeenth century finally ended it.

During the heavy trade traffic of the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, Fukue was
home to a large population of Chinese merchants and pirates, who built a Chinese
district in what is now the city of Fukue. A Chinese map from 1561 depicts the island
as roughly the same size as Kyushu, its significantly larger neighbor, suggesting its
relative importance. Most structures from that time are no longer standing, but traces
of the neighborhood can be found in place names like Tojinmachi (“town of Chinese

people”) and the reconstructed Minjindo Temple, built in a Chinese style.

Rule under the Shogunate

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the warlord Tokugawa leyasu (1543—
1616) defeated his rivals and established the Tokugawa shogunate. The shogunate
oversaw a period of relative peace and stability, ruling through a system of
semiautonomous domains. The period was characterized by a ruling samurai class and
a wariness toward foreign influence and intervention, both of which would shape

Fukue’s development.

Fukue domain (sometimes also called Goto domain) was led by the Goto family,
which had risen to power during the period of trade and piracy. In 1634, Goto
Moritoshi required his retainers to settle near his seat of power in Fukue, turning it into
a period-typical castle town, though the family’s actual castle (Egawa Castle) had
burned down in 1614. The neighborhood that housed these retainers is still preserved
as the Street of the Samurai Quarter. After centuries of petitioning the shogunate, the
family was finally given permission to build another castle in 1849. Fukue Castle

(sometimes called Ishida Castle) took 14 years to construct and was surrounded by
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water on three sides, strategically located for maritime defense at a time when fear of
foreign naval invasion was particularly high. The castle was demolished just nine
years later, however, when the shogunate fell and Japan’s castles became unwelcome
reminders of samurai rule. The remaining exterior walls can still be seen in central
Fukue.

In 1614, the Tokugawa shogunate outlawed Christianity, brutally suppressing the
faith. Although Fukue was a bustling center of trade and culture, the island’s remote
inlets and rugged terrain also made it an excellent place to find refuge. Christians
expelled from Kyushu settled on the island during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Many of these communities of so-called “hidden Christians” survived, and
their churches are decorated with distinctive Buddhist-influenced Catholic

iconography.
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Biodiversity in the Goto Islands

Biodiversity in the islands is characterized by a diversity of species from different
climactic zones, but also relatively few endemic species. This unusual combination is

due to the islands’ position and geological history.

The Goto Islands are located off the western shore of Kyushu where the temperate
East China Sea meets the warm waters of the tropics. The Tsushima Current flows up
from the south, warming the islands’ climate and enabling subtropical species to live
here. Dwelling alongside them are species that have been on the islands since the
height of the last ice age, around 20,000 years ago. At that time, the Goto Islands were
part of a large peninsula that stretched southwest from Kyushu. Soon, melting glaciers
caused sea levels to rise, cutting the islands off from Kyushu and from each other.
Even so, 20,000 years is relatively little time in evolutionary terms, so species in the

Goto Islands have not diverged much from those that inhabit Kyushu.

A confluence of geological factors has created a marine environment that teems
with undersea life. To the islands’ east lie the shallow waters of the East China Sea; to
the west are the deep waters of the Okinawa Trough. Cold water flows down and into
the sea from Eurasia’s watershed, while the Tsushima Current brings warm waters up.
Meanwhile, runoff from the islands’ mountains carries nutrients from the forest to the

sea, where they are dispersed by strong tides that crisscross the straits.

The islands’ proximity to both continental Asia and the larger islands of Japan

makes them an important stopover for migratory birds and butterflies.

Species Spotlight

What interesting species can be found on Fukue Island?
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Crested honey buzzard: These tawny-colored raptors get their name from a diet that
includes bee and wasp larvae. In autumn, tens of thousands of honey buzzards fill the
skies over Fukue as they gather on the island’s southwestern cape, then migrate en

masse to the continent.

Genji-botaru firefly: This common firefly species is found in freshwater environments
throughout the Japanese archipelago, excepting Hokkaido. Strangely, the ones on
Fukue flash their bioluminescent signals at a faster rate than those in the rest of the

country, but scientists are unsure why.

Luciogobius albus: This rare cave-dwelling gobi species can be found in the flooded
lava tubes on Fukue. It was first discovered in the lana Lava Tunnel in 1968, but they
have since been found at a few other sites in Japan. It is only about 5 centimeters long,

and its eyes have atrophied due to the lightless habitat.

Disc coral: The waters around the Goto Islands are home to many species of soft and
hard corals, including one variety of disc coral thought to be the largest in Japan. Not
far from Fukue Harbor, near neighboring Tatarajima Island, divers discovered a single
Turbinaria peltata colony that spans about 42 meters. Reaching such a size takes

centuries of growth.

Camellia: These hardy flowers, a symbol of the Goto Islands, were planted to provide
essential windbreaks for farming; they also give crops in the form of camellia oil and
tea. Fukue Island has a unique variety known as “Tamanoura,” named for the city

where it was discovered in 1947. Their deep-pink petals have eye-catching white tips.

Large spiny tree fern: These rare, towering tree ferns can reach over 6 meters and are
native to Asia. The ones in the Goto Islands are registered as Natural Treasures, but
they have almost disappeared on Fukue due to loss of habitat and illegal collection.
The location of remaining wild specimens is therefore closely guarded, but cultivated

examples can be seen near Fukue Castle, at the Fukue Cultural Center.
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Lilium callosum: Every three years, local residents carry out a controlled burn on Mt.
Onidake to keep trees from reforesting the summit. Because of this, mountain grasses
and flowers like this delicate lily—the smallest variety in Japan—do not have to
compete for sunlight. This helps them survive to produce vivid orange blossoms in

July and August.

Chestnut tiger butterfly: In spring, this migratory species travels up the Japanese
archipelago as far north as the Tohoku region. In autumn, it travels south, sometimes
reaching Okinawa, Taiwan, and Hong Kong—a range of some 2,500 kilometers. Each
butterfly’s lifespan is only about six months, so the autumn migrants are the offspring
of butterflies who made the trip in spring. In October and November, you can spot

many of these brightly colored wayfarers in Fukue.

Pallas’s squirrel: These red-bellied rodents are native to Taiwan, India, and Southeast
Asia, but they have also gained a foothold in Japan—probably originating as escaped
or abandoned pets. They are classified as a problematic invasive species because they

damage camellias and other crop trees by chewing on the bark.
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Ishigaki: The Building Blocks of Life

Dry stone walls (those built without a binding material, such as mortar) are called
ishigaki in Japanese. The term is most often applied to the walls and foundations of
castles, and indeed, some of the finest examples on Fukue include the walls of Fukue
Castle. However, ishigaki walls are found nearly everywhere on the island, ranging
from those built of smoothly hewn stonework to those constructed of roughly stacked
fieldstones. The abundance of volcanic stone on Fukue has made it an important
building material for residents from all walks of life, from domain lords to humble

farmers, and its use is central to life in this island environment.

Fukue Castle and the Tomie Stone Storehouse

The surviving walls of nineteenth-century Fukue Castle and the eighteenth-century
Tomie Stone Storehouse are perhaps the best-constructed examples of ishigaki on
Fukue. The hard basalt has been painstakingly hewn to make the stones fit together
evenly, resulting in a smooth outer surface. The effort that went into creating them
reflects the structures’ prestige—both were commissioned by lords of the time, who
could afford to pay for expert stoneworkers, even bringing them in from other parts of
the country. Over the centuries, the wooden roofs, doors, and flooring of the structures
have been lost. But despite slow deterioration caused by weather and creeping vines,

the stone walls are still standing firm.

Street of the Samurai Quarter
Not far from Fukue Castle is a street of mid-ranking samurai residences that illustrate
how Fukue looked as a seventeenth-century castle town. The street stretches about 400

meters and is lined by ishigaki walls that enclose each residence. While the buildings
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themselves are later reconstructions or renovations, the stone walls are largely original
and exhibit a feature found almost nowhere else in the country: the walls are topped
with stacks of rounded rocks known as “spilling stones” (kobore ishi). The prevailing
theory is that the precariously balanced piles were a form of defense. If an opponent
tried to scale the walls in a nighttime sneak attack, the sound of the falling stones
would rouse the residents. On each side of a gate, the spilling stones are set between
bracketing stones shaped like half circles, another feature of Fukue ishigaki. The
bracketing stones are affectionately referred to as kamaboko stones, named for their

resemblance to the semicircular slices of fishcake found atop hot soba or udon.

Fields and Farms

Outside of the city of Fukue, ishigaki structures shift from finely hewn basalt to rough,
porous lava rock. The change in materials serves as a visual distinction between
professionally built structures and rough walls made by farmers from fieldstones.
Walls around old farmhouses, windbreaks, tin-roofed sheds, and even lean-tos for
drying produce are made from this pitted black stone. On the Miiraku Peninsula, lava
rock has been used to construct walls around the distinctive round fields called
maruhata. Elsewhere, fields are usually easily plowed squares and rectangles, but in
Miiraku, farmers shaped their plots around the gently rounded terraces of the lava
plateau and the naturally winding flow of water it creates. Lava-rock walls surround
the fields to prevent soil erosion while allowing excess water to escape. Because rice
requires standing water to grow, these fields are generally used to grow sweet potatoes,

barley, and soy.

Kanjiga Castle

On the southern coast of the Tomie Peninsula, another curious example of ishigaki is
found in a place called “Kanjiga Castle” or the “Yamazaki Stone Fort.” The ruins of a
maze-like seaside fort peek out from the greenery, with roughly formed basalt walls
stretching some 180 meters. The exact origins of the fort are a mystery, as there are no
records of its construction. However, several features suggest it was once a pirate
hideout. First, it is situated in a secluded location, protected by reefs, but with access
to the open sea. Next, the fort was constructed with only one entrance, and the walls
were dotted with peepholes. Ming dynasty coins, pottery fragments, and human
remains unearthed at the site support this idea. Another theory, this one from local
folklore, is that the structure was built by a carpenter named Kanji with the assistance

of a kappa: a supernatural, turtle-like creature that commonly appears in Japanese
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folktales.
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The Bounty of the Sea: Fishing Culture in Fukue

Craggy lava rock along the islands’ coastlines provides welcoming nooks and crannies
for corals, sponges, and forests of marine plants, which in turn attract fish and reef-
dwelling species. The biodiversity of the shallows increases in summer and autumn
when tropical species like butterfly fish travel north to the islands on the Tsushima

Current for the warmer months.

Closer to continental Asia, deeper areas and colder waters from Eurasia’s watershed
create a more welcoming habitat for species like amberjack, sardines, and dolphins.
The open ocean lies to the west of Fukue, as well as the deep waters of the Okinawa
Trough. This stretch of sea supports much larger cold-loving species, including Pacific

bluefin tuna and sperm whales.

Rich marine life surrounds Fukue, and local communities have long relied on
fishing as an essential food source. Residents have even developed fishing methods

thought to be unique to the area.

Fishing Weirs (Sukean)

The communities of Fukue use a type of fishing weir called a sukean that is
constructed from lava stones. The use of such weirs dates to about 2,500 years ago. To
catch fish, islanders build a low stone wall across a narrow inlet. At high tide, the wall
is completely submerged, allowing fish and other marine life to pass over it. The water
recedes at low tide, sinking below the level of the wall and creating an artificial
tidepool from which the fish can be easily pulled by net or by hand. The practice died
out in the 1940s, as fewer and fewer fish came over the weirs, possibly due to
overfishing or warming seawaters. A volunteer association recently rebuilt a sukean on

the Miiraku Peninsula to demonstrate this traditional fishing method.
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Fish Spotters (Uomi)

Another traditional fishing method on Fukue is called uomi, literally “fish spotting.” In
this method, nets are lowered across the entrance to an inlet, and a sharp-eyed spotter
is sent to sit on a cliff high above the bay. When the spotter sees that a shoal of fish
has entered the inlet, they signal with a flag for the nets to be raised, which traps the
fish where they can easily be caught. The spotter can also signal boats to throw stones
overboard to drive nearby shoals into the bay. Uomi was mostly practiced in the
Takasaki area of Miiraku, known for its catches of dark large-scale blackfish. The last
fishery practicing this method ceased operations in 2014, though there are local efforts

to revive the method as part of the area’s cultural heritage.

Whaling

Although no longer practiced, whaling was a booming industry in Fukue during the
Edo period (1603—1867) and influenced the island’s social and cultural development.
The famed ukiyo-e artist Hokusai (1760—1849) even depicted Goto Islands whaling in

his series of woodblock prints titled “Oceans of Wisdom.”

Traditionally, whaling was done near the shore. A spotter at a high vantage point
would locate a whale and send out groups of small wooden boats, whose crews used
hand-thrown harpoons and nets to drag the whale in to shore. It was then processed,
with nearly every part being used. The blubber and skin were rendered for their
valuable oil (used in lamps and soap), while teeth and bones were turned into combs
and hairpins. Even baleen found a use as strings in bunraku puppets. Whale meat was
a common food and remains a local specialty, although it is no longer locally sourced.
In 1899, Norwegian-style industrialized whaling came to Japan. Whalers began using
steamships and harpoon guns, drastically increasing the number of whales caught until
1982, when international concerns over population numbers led to a moratorium on
large-scale commercial whaling. During the four centuries it was practiced, whaling

provided food, household items, and income that sustained many of Fukue’s villages.
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Beauty in Bloom: Camellias in the Goto Islands

Camellia flowers are a symbol of the Goto Islands, where they are loved for their
beauty and utility. These hardy plants, which are resistant to salty sea winds, have long
been planted as windbreaks for homes and farms. Their seeds have been processed for
oil in the islands for roughly 4,000 years. Their wood and leaves are still used for

firewood and tea, respectively.

Camellia japonica, or the common camellia, is the predominant variety of camellia
found on the islands. Fukue has a unique local subspecies as well, called the
“Tamanoura camellia” after the city where it was discovered in 1947. This variety is
recognizable by its white-rimmed petals. Altogether, about 270 different varieties can

be found on the island, growing in the wild and in cultivation.

Camellia Oil

The production of camellia oil on Fukue is a process nearly everyone takes part in.
While oil refineries cultivate their own camellia fields for harvest, they also use seeds
gathered by local residents. People collect seeds from the trees on their property each

autumn and sell them to refineries by the kilogram.

At the refineries, the sun-dried seeds are crushed and pressed to extract oil. Then
the oil is cold filtered by passing it through washi paper containing activated charcoal,

a traditional method for producing pure, high-quality oil.

Both historically and today, camellia oil has had two main uses: culinary and
cosmetic. Its relatively high smoke point of 210-250 degrees Celsius makes it suitable
for frying and as a base oil in marinades and dressings. It is also a healthy choice,
surpassing even olive oil in its levels of vitamin E and oleic acid, an unsaturated fatty

acid shown to reduce LDL cholesterol. Camellia oil is a key component of Fukue’s
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most famous dish, Goto udon. Oil is applied to the noodles as they are hand-stretched,

which helps them maintain their firm texture.

Camellia oil has long been used in raw form as a moisturizer for skin and hair.
Indeed, it was among the tributary items sent to Tang dynasty emperors on the
seventh- and eighth-century envoy ships that departed the Goto Islands for China.
Today, it is added to a vast array of soaps, creams, and other beauty products as well,
and much of the islands’ oil is sold to high-end cosmetics makers. Modern research
suggests the nutrients and fatty acids in camellia oil have anti-inflammatory agents and

are effective in retaining moisture and preventing signs of aging.

Camellia Windbreaks

Strong sea winds carrying corrosive salt spray inland can destroy crops and wear down
structures, so windbreaks are an essential feature of the Fukue landscape. Japanese
camellias, with their supple trunks, evergreen leaves, and salt tolerance, make a

resilient natural barrier.

One particularly impressive example of such a windbreak can be found in Miiraku,
where windy conditions are common throughout the year. It is called the Camellia
Tunnel. As the name suggests, twin rows of camellia trees have grown together over a
path, forming a green tunnel. It follows a roughly circular route about a kilometer long
around one of the area’s unique round fields called maruhata. These camellias were
reportedly planted about 200 years ago by Christian settlers who came to the area to
escape persecution in Kyushu. One of the oldest and largest trees in the tunnel has

since been named the Camellia of the Holy Mother.

Camellias in Christian Iconography

In European religious traditions, one of the flowers most associated with the Virgin
Mary is the rose. In Japan, however, it is sometimes a camellia. For example, Kyoto
University has a seventeenth-century painting by an unknown Japanese artist that
shows key events from Mary’s life, and in a central panel she holds the infant Jesus in
her right arm and, in her left, what appears to be a white camellia. In the Christian
churches of Fukue, camellias make frequent appearances in decoration and
iconography. But while camellias actually have five petals, in this religious context

they are often depicted with four, supposedly to represent the arms of the cross.
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Agriculture on Fukue

Fukue Island’s complex geological makeup obliges farmers to tailor their crops and
techniques to each location. Soil type, proximity to the ocean, and the grade of the land
all influence what can be grown where. Historically, sociopolitical trends also had an
impact by raising the value of certain crops. Rice, for instance, was used as a currency
for many centuries, encouraging farmers to expand rice cultivation on the island. More
recently, advances in technology—not only in farming but in land reclamation, food

preservation, and transportation—have also determined what Fukue farmers produce.

Sweet Potatoes and Barley: Filling Bellies
Around 11 percent of the southwestern Goto Islands (called the Shimogoto area) is

cultivated. Sweet potatoes, barley, and rice are the three main crops.

Given the limited land suitable for rice production, nutrient-dense sweet potatoes
have long been a staple crop on Fukue. They were likely introduced in the early
seventeenth century by traders from the Americas who came to barter in the Ryukyu
Kingdom (present-day Okinawa). Sweet potatoes are eaten in a variety of ways,

including mixed with glutinous rice to make a local sweet called kankoro mochi.

Barley has a longer history, having arrived in Japan from mainland Asia some
1,800 years ago. Rich in fiber and vitamins, it was often added to steamed rice as a
cheaper nutritional filler. Barley is also roasted for tea, fed to livestock, and used to
make barley miso. Both barley and sweet potatoes can be used to make shochu, a spirit

first produced in southern Japan.

Sweet potatoes and barley do best in well-drained soil. Beginning around a million
years ago, lava flows on Fukue formed peninsulas in Miiraku, Kishiku, Fukue, and

Tomie (roughly the island’s four corners). The basalt and ash deposited in these areas
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provide excellent drainage and nutrients that are replenished by mineral-rich runoff
from the island’s mountainous interior. These conditions make the volcanic peninsulas

ideal for growing sweet potatoes and barley.

To protect the fields’ valuable soil from erosion, farmers in these areas ring their
circular plots (maruhata) with low stone borders that retain the soil while allowing
excess water to drain. Because the island’s peninsulas are often exposed to strong sea
winds, stone walls and camellia groves are used as windbreaks to shield both the soil

and crops.

Rice: Filling Coffers

The short-grain rice common in Japan is a “wet” variety, meaning it is grown in
flooded paddies that must retain water. Rice, therefore, was traditionally grown in the
island’s interior, where the sedimentary rock that makes up the island’s oldest
geological layers allows for good water retention. The land there is uneven, however,
and hills and mountains limit the number of flat spaces that can be used for rice
cultivation. For much of the island’s history, all but the wealthiest residents

supplemented their rice with other starches.

At various times in Japanese history, rice has been used as a currency. During the
Edo period (1603—-1867), rice was a standardized unit of trade and the fundamental
commodity underpinning the shogunal economy. Each domain’s wealth, and thus its
power and prestige, was generally measured by how much rice it produced. Most
domain lords collected taxes from their farmers in the form of rice. This created

pressure on lords and farmers to increase rice yields.

As farming and land-reclamation technology advanced, Fukue rice farmers
responded by creating more flat land for rice cultivation. Shallow areas around the
island, such as the many narrow inlets in Kishiku, were filled in and former seabed
turned into farmable fields. Today, however, these low-elevation paddies are
threatened by climate change. Rising sea levels cause both flooding and “salt

degradation,” a condition where salt accumulates in the soil until nothing can grow.

Farm to Table

In addition to staple crops, the farmers of Fukue produce an array of fruits and
vegetables—including broccoli, daikon radishes, tomatoes, watermelons, and
kumquats—that arrive fresh to local markets and restaurants. The Goto Islands have an

exclusive brand of pork called Goto Biton, which is raised on wheat grain and mineral
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water. The islands also have a 2,000-year history of raising wagyu beef, as recent
archaeological digs have attested. These days, most of the calves born on the islands
are sent to other regions to mature, but a small number are still raised on the island to

be served as highly prized wagyu steak.
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Fishing, Farming, and Foraging: Food Culture in the Goto Islands

As one might expect, Goto Island cuisine draws heavily on the bounty of the
surrounding sea. Yet the abundant produce of its fields and the innumerable camellias
growing around the islands ensure that should any one food source fail, others will
remain. Historically, this self-sustainability is one reason the Goto Islands remained
inhabited even when poor catches or disasters drove the villagers of other outlying

islands to abandon them.

From camellia oil to tropical fish, local specialties combine the products of fishing,

farming, and foraging to offer visitors dining experiences unique to the Goto Islands.

Goto Udon

Udon noodles are made from wheat flour, water, and salt. In the standard form found
across Japan, the dough is cut into thick, chewy noodles about 3 millimeters wide
(uncooked). Goto udon, however, is much slimmer at about 1.7 millimeters, and the

noodles are rounder than typical square-cut udon.

To make it, cooks stretch the dough by pulling and twisting the noodles between
two wooden rods, a technique passed down for more than a millennium. During the
stretching process the noodles are coated with local camellia oil, a unique addition that
prevents them from breaking and results in a firm, silky texture when cooked. This

step is called migaki, or “polishing.” Finally, the noodles are dried in the sea breeze.

Goto udon can be served both hot and cold, but a common local preparation
includes a hot broth made from flying fish. Another popular style is called jigokudaki
(“hell boiling”), in which the noodles are boiled and brought to the table in a cast-iron

pot. Diners pull them from the hot water and dip them in a cup of dashi, a stock made
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from dried fish flakes. A selection of toppings—often raw egg, sliced green onions,

and bonito flakes—is served alongside.

Camellia Oil

The Goto Islands have dense concentrations of camellia trees, both in orchards and
growing wild. When the seeds ripen, residents collect them from the trees in their
yards, the borders of fields, or the mountains and sell them to facilities that press the
seeds for oil. In addition to Goto udon, camellia oil appears in many other local foods
as a cooking oil or an ingredient in salad dressings. The tree’s leaves are also dried for

tea.

Kankoro Mochi

Kankoro mochi is a traditional sweet in the Goto Islands. Standard mochi is made by
pounding glutinous rice into a sticky paste. Kankoro mochi adds locally grown sweet
potatoes to the rice for sweetness. The practice may have originated as a way to stretch

supplies of expensive rice by including more economical ingredients.

Sweet potatoes are a common crop on Fukue and are harvested in autumn. Raw
sweet potatoes are difficult to store for year-round use, however. The roots are
vulnerable to cold, but storing them at warmer temperatures can cause them to sprout.
In other regions of Japan they can be dried in the sun, but this method would cause
them to spoil in the islands’ moist coastal environment. Instead, farmers thinly slice
the potatoes, boil them, then place the boiled slices on shelves in outdoor drying racks.
An awning protects the slices from the sun while winter’s cold sea winds pass through
the racks. This draws their moisture away, and after three to five days the slices are
hard and dry.

To make kankoro mochi, the dried sweet potatoes are steamed together with
glutinous rice to reconstitute them. The mixture is then pounded into a sticky paste and

rolled into loaves. The loaves are sliced, and pieces can be eaten raw or grilled.

Hakofugu

Hakofugu is both the name of, and a way of preparing, boxfish. Sometimes called
“trunkfish,” boxfish are a family of tropical species armored in a hard carapace of
fused plates that gives them a boxy appearance. Because of their small size and the

troublesome carapace, local fishermen once regarded boxfish as bycatch and threw
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them away. However, they eventually devised a way of preparing the fish. They are
flipped upside down and the viscera removed. The liver, which is edible, is returned
and added to a mixture of barley miso, sake, green onions, ginger, and mirin. The fish
is then wrapped in foil and broiled on a grill. Once cooked, it is served as is, using the
fish’s inverted, boxy body as a container. The mixture inside, which includes the scant

flesh, is scooped out with a spoon and eaten either by itself or on top of rice.

Other Seafood

The Goto Islands have several additional seafood specialties, such as vinegar-
marinated mackerel rolls (oni saba zushi). Mackerel fillets are soaked in seasoned
vinegar, placed atop sushi rice, and tightly rolled before being cut into bite-size slices.
Another dish, called mizuika no ichiyaboshi, is bigfin reef squid that has been filleted
and dried overnight to bring out its umami flavor. Farmed Pacific bluefin tuna is
another emerging local product. Fishermen have recently had success farming this

prized fish in several of the islands’ inlets.

Liquor and Spirits

Shochu, a traditional Japanese spirit, has long been distilled on the island from locally
grown sweet potatoes (imoshochu) or barley (mugijochu). In recent years, however,
camellia has been used to add a touch of local flavor. In 2017, a Fukue craft brewer
released a mugijochu fermented with yeasts extracted from camellia flowers. The
island also joined the nationwide craft gin boom in 2022 with the opening of a

distillery that uses camellia seeds, leaves, and oil lees as flavoring botanicals.
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Fukue’s Festivals

For much of history, Fukue was separated from its surrounding islands by the sea, and
its villages were separated from one another by rugged terrain. As a result, a wealth of
variations on folk traditions have evolved over the years. Villages have created their
own customs, tied to their particular environment and way of life. In fishing villages,
for example, traditional shrine dances (kagura) include depictions of dolphins and
other sea life. In other communities, festival costumes are woven from a rush-like

plant that only grows in brackish waters near the coast.

The diverse religious makeup of the islands also contributes to a rich cultural
heritage: Shinto and Buddhist festivals are held alongside Catholic celebrations, such

as Christmas light displays and the feast days of saints.

Nenbutsu Odori Dances

Across Japan, many summer festivals include groups performing the nenbutsu odori, a
Buddhist practice combining ritual dance, music, and the invocation of Amida
Buddha’s name. Its origins are uncertain, but it may have been started by the tenth-
century itinerant monk Kuya (903?7-972) and was later championed by a preacher
named Ippen (1234—-1289) as a way of popularizing Pure Land Buddhism. Over the
centuries, different locations have evolved their own versions of the nenbutsu odori,

some of which are recognized by UNESCO as intangible cultural heritage.

In Fukue, these dances are performed as part of the summer Bon festival, during
which families honor their deceased ancestors. Despite the relatively small size of the
island, it is home to many variations of nenbutsu odori, and individual towns have
unique costumes, singing styles, movements, and names. In the Fukue dialect, the

dances are broadly called chankoko (an onomatopoetic reference to the sound of the
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dancers’ gongs and drums), but in Tamanoura, the dances are called kake, while the
Tomie version is called oneonde. Whatever name the celebration goes by, visitors will
see dancers in towering ceremonial hats rhythmically chanting and moving in tandem

as they strike the drums slung around their necks.

Hetomato Festival
Hetomato is a Shinto festival held in Shimosakiyama on the third Sunday of January to
mark the first full moon of the year. The specific origins and meaning of the festival

have been lost to time, but it has been celebrated every year for centuries.

The day begins with an amateur sumo match held at Shirahama Shrine. Next comes
a series of games. Women who have married during the previous year wear ornate
kimonos and balance precariously on sake casks while playing a badminton-like game
called hanatsuki. Next, men clad only in white loincloths and team headbands smear
soot over their bodies and faces in preparation for a raucous game called tamaseseri, in
which they compete to move a heavy ball made of straw rope into their opponents’
territory. During this competition, not only the players but also spectators end up
covered in smears of black soot. The soot is considered a blessing of sorts, said to
confer good luck and protection against illness for the year. Finally, the youth

association and the fire brigade face off for a round of tug-of-war.

The festival’s main event is called ozori (“giant sandal”), in which a 3-meter-long,
250-kilogram sandal woven from rice straw is carried through the streets by local men.
Along the way, they snatch women from the crowd, tossing them onto the sandal and
bouncing them into the air several times. Supposedly, any unmarried woman tossed on
the sandal will have good luck in the coming year. The procession eventually returns
to Shirahama Shrine, where the sandal is offered to the enshrined deity, bringing the

festivities to an end.
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Iana Lava Tube

Iana is the Goto Islands’ largest and longest lava tube, estimated at 1,400 meters. It is
located in the lava plateau that makes up most of the Tomie Peninsula, on the southern
tip of Fukue Island. The plateau was formed between 180,000 and 51,000 years ago by
eruptions of low-viscosity basaltic lava. This type of fast-moving flow often produces

lava tubes, many of which can be found in the area.

Lava tubes are tunnels that form as lava flows from an eruption site. As the lava
flows, its surface is exposed to the air and begins to cool and harden. Eventually a
solid crust forms, but beneath it, still-molten lava continues to carve a channel through
the earth. Because some of the lava is constantly left behind as a cooled shell, the flow
eventually depletes itself—much like a fully extended telescope. When the last of it

has hardened, what remains is a cave-like tunnel.

The entrance to [ana Lava Tube is 3.5 meters high and 6.5 meters wide, but some
sections reach 6 meters in height and 13 meters in width. The tunnel’s exact length is
unknown because it is filled with water around 400 meters from the entrance. The
water is slightly brackish, and the level appears to be influenced by the tides,
suggesting that the tunnel connects to the sea at some point deep underground. This
subterranean reservoir provides a niche ecosystem for rare cave creatures such as
Luciogobius albus, an endemic goby species. Meanwhile, the unflooded section of
Iana is home to colonies of eastern bent-wing bats, little Japanese horseshoe bats, and

Japanese large-footed bats.

For safety reasons, the tunnel may sometimes be closed, but from its entrance
visitors can see the tube’s undulating walls that were formed by waves of cooling lava.

They are speckled here and there with iridescent black crystals of iron-rich magnetite.

Iana Lava Tube was designated a cultural property of Nagasaki Prefecture in 1957.
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Mt. Onidake

The bald, conical summit of 315-meter Mt. Onidake (“ogre mountain”) is one of the
Goto Islands’ best-known sights. Looming to the south of Fukue Port, it is one of a
ring of volcanoes along the eastern coast called the Onidake volcanic group. They are
a monogenetic volcano field, the name for a group of comparatively small volcanoes
that share the same magma source and each erupt only once. The Goto Islands are one

of only three places in Japan where this type of volcano can be found.

The formation of Mt. Onidake began with the eruption of a shield volcano some 5 to
3 million years ago. Shield volcanoes, some of the most massive on earth, are much
wider than they are tall, with gently sloping sides. The individual peaks of the Onidake
group, including Mt. Onidake, were formed on top of an existing shield volcano when
cinder cones began to erupt there around 50,000 years ago. Cinder cones, sometimes
called scoria cones, are one of the most common types of volcanoes. They form when
violent eruptions expel lava high into the air, where it cools as cinders and chunks of
hardened rock. These fall back to earth, building up in a cone shape around the vent.
Mt. Onidake is the youngest of these cones, having formed in an eruption about 18,000

years ago.

The mountain is easily recognizable by its grass-covered peak. The pines that once
forested its slopes were cut down to build Fukue Castle in the mid-nineteenth century.
Pine wood has a high resin content, making it resistant to rot, and such wood was
needed to withstand the waterlogged ground of the castle building site. Trees would
likely have regrown on the mountain in the subsequent decades, but residents perform
controlled burns every three years. This allows mountain grasses and flowers to
flourish on the slopes without competing for sunlight. In summer and autumn,

Siebold’s lily, Japanese gentian, swallow wort, and other flowers dot the mountainside.

The hike to the top of Mt. Onidake is a relatively easy climb, and hikers can rest at
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the observation and picnic area about halfway to the summit. From there, the view
encompasses the harbor area, the surrounding peaks of the Onidake volcanic group,
and a great expanse of sea dotted with small, uninhabited islands off the coast. At
night, it becomes a popular site for stargazing, and on fair days the strong sea breeze
and absence of trees make the mountain perfect for flying kites. An annual event

celebrating traditional baramon kites is held on Mt. Onidake in May.
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Baramon Kites

Baramon kites (baramondako) are vividly painted, handmade kites decorated with the
glaring face of a demon (oni). The demon’s jaws are clamped onto the helmet of a
warrior who has challenged the demon head-on, demonstrating his strength of
character and fearlessness. In Goto Islands tradition, a father or grandfather presents a
baramon kite to his son or grandson on the child’s first May 5, a holiday once known
as “Boy’s Day.” The gift represents a wish for the child to be safe, successful, and

courageous.

Large paper kites are common in many regions, but only those in the Goto Islands
feature the distinctive demon-and-helmet design. The origin of the kites and their
motif is uncertain, but folktales from centuries ago describe warriors who are saved
from the bite of a demon by their sturdy helmets. The warrior seen on the kites is said
to be Watanabe no Tsuna (953-1025), a hero celebrated in art and folklore for

defeating demons.

Baramon kites are made of painted washi paper glued to a frame of 14 crisscrossing
bamboo strips. All baramon kites have the demon and helmet motif, but the kite’s
colors and other decorative details are chosen by its artist. Another unusual feature is a
strip of rattan stretched like a bowstring above the head of the demon. This strip
vibrates when the kite is flown and emits a distinctive buzz, called the unari, or

“growl.” The fearsome sound is supposed to frighten away any lurking bad fortune.

Various theories exist to explain the name baramon, but the most widely accepted
one attributes it to the word barakamon. In the Goto Islands dialect, a barakamon is
someone who is cheerfully rowdy. Thus the name alludes to both the noisiness of the

kite and the wish it carries for a healthy, rambunctious childhood.
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Osezaki Lighthouse

This remote lighthouse stands on the westernmost point of the Goto Islands. For
envoys traveling to China in the seventh and eighth centuries, this promontory was the
last of Japan they saw before crossing the East China Sea. In 1879, a Western-style
iron lighthouse was built here, but it was damaged during World War II; the current
concrete structure dates to 1971. In 2009, the lighthouse lamp was converted to solar
power and is now operated remotely. Its light is visible to boats up to 22 kilometers
offshore. Strong winds and waves have battered the 60-meter cliffs below, revealing

slanting strata in the rock.

An observation platform overlooks the lighthouse from just below the summit of Mt.
Ose (249.3 m). The platform’s elevated position reveals the full breadth of rugged
coastline as well as the rolling mountains of the island’s interior. At sunset, the
platform offers an excellent vantage point for photography. It is also the starting point
of a 2.4-kilometer round-trip hike to the lighthouse. The trail passes through shady

groves of camellia trees to emerge in a meadow at the base of the lighthouse.
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Shiraragahama Sand Dunes

The Shiraragahama Sand Dunes are an ecosystem in transition. They formed over time,
as sea winds carried sand from a beach to the northeast and deposited it in what was
once a low point in the terrain. The accumulated sand has formed a stretch of dunes

covering roughly 20 hectares, though their size is in constant flux.

Sand creates a dry, alkaline environment ill-suited to most plants, but a few hardy
grasses have evolved to survive in sandy soils. They take root, grow, then later decay,
enriching the soil and making it more water-retentive and acidic. This makes the soil
more suitable for other species. As a result, bushes and trees from the surrounding
forest have begun to creep into the dunes. Eventually, a forest will stand where once

there was only shifting sand.

Visitors to the dunes will pass through Shiraragahama Man’yo Park, which is
planted with species mentioned in verses from the Man ’yoshu, an eighth-century

poetry anthology.
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Fukue Castle

Fukue Castle was the last castle built before the Tokugawa shogunate (1603—-1868)
collapsed and samurai rule came to an end. Also called “Ishida Castle,” it is one of
Japan’s few “sea castles” (umijo)—castles built facing the sea that were intended to
control sea traffic or defend against a waterborne assault. When it was built, Fukue

Castle was bordered by the sea on three sides, and its moat was filled with seawater.

The Goto family, lords of Fukue domain, had repeatedly petitioned the shogunate
for permission to build a castle, but they were unsuccessful until 1849. At that time,
the shogunate was growing increasingly concerned about foreign naval powers and the
threat of invasion, and Fukue Castle was intended to shore up Japan’s maritime

defenses.

Construction took 14 years, partly due to the domain’s limited financial resources.
Another factor was the coastal location—workers could only carry out foundation
work during low tide. There was also a shortage of skilled masons who could hew the
precisely fitted stones needed for the castle walls. To remedy this, local masons were

sent as far away as Hakodate, in Hokkaido, to learn the craft.

Following the shogunate’s collapse, the castle’s interior structures were demolished
in 1872, a mere nine years after their completion. Even so, the outer defensive walls,
moat, and stone bridges still stand, as do a villa and garden built in 1858 by domain
lord Goto Moriakira (1816—1890). The Goto Tourism and Historical Materials

Museum is also on the castle grounds.
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Iwatate Shrine

Located in a quiet residential area in Kishiku, this ancient Shinto shrine is surrounded
by a protected primeval forest and hosts one of the largest performances of kagura

(shrine dancing) on Fukue.

The shrine was reportedly founded in 804 on nearby Miyanoko Island by the
renowned Buddhist monk Kukai (774—835) to honor three sea goddesses. At the end of
the fourteenth century, the ruling Goto family had the shrine moved to its current site,

near their new seat of power in Kishiku.

In mid-September, the shrine holds an annual festival that includes kagura
performances—sacred dances performed for the deities and accompanied by drums,
flutes, and gongs. Shrine maidens (miko) and masked dancers perform on a small
tatami stage surrounded by the audience. Many of the dances depict stories from
folklore or mythology, and the performance culminates in the popular lion dance, an
acrobatic portrayal of a confrontation between a guardian lion-dog (shishi) and a long-

nosed goblin (fengu).

The main approach to the shrine is lined with lantern-topped stone walls and
sheltered by the boughs of the primeval forest. Now a designated cultural property of
Nagasaki Prefecture, the forest is thought to have survived because of a long-standing
prohibition against saws and hatchets on shrine grounds, which was put in place out of

respect for the spirits of the trees.
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Abunze Visitor Center

This visitors’ center stands in close proximity to the dramatic volcanic scenery of the
Abunze coast, and it offers extensive multilingual displays about the geology, ecology,

and culture of the Goto Islands.

The center reopened after renovations in April 2023. It now has state-of-the-art
exhibits, such as 3D projection mapping of the islands and a large-screen theater space,
as well as dioramas and colorful panels related to the islands’ plants, animals, and
designation as a geopark. The exhibits and videos are offered in both Japanese and
English, and they explain in easy-to-follow terms how the islands were formed, how
geology influenced the inhabitants’ history and culture, and how visitors can engage

with the islands’ rich natural resources.
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Goto Tourism and Historical Materials Museum

This three-story museum is located within the walls of Fukue Castle and is housed in a
modern reconstruction of the castle keep. Its exhibits showcase the history and culture
of the Goto Islands. The first floor has a shop selling local specialties, information on
sightseeing attractions, and a small theater screening a movie about the islands’
traditional baramon kites. The same floor houses an archive of media and historical

documents that visitors can use.

Exhibits on the second floor present the history, culture, and religions of the islands,
displaying objects once owned by samurai families, models of the envoy ships sent to

China, and exhibits on well-known cultural and religious figures from the Goto Islands.

The third floor focuses on the history of Christianity in the islands, from the arrival
of the first Portuguese missionaries in 1566 to the present day. There are also displays
of traditional farming and fishing implements, as well as explanations of cultural

events like festivals and kagura dance.
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Kentoshi Furusatokan

This casual tourist center and rest area on the Miiraku Peninsula offers sightseeing
information, restrooms, local souvenirs, and dining options. One corner contains a
large ship replica and other displays describing the envoy ships that traveled to Tang

China in the seventh through ninth centuries.

The center’s restaurant is open for lunch and serves local specialties, such as Goto
udon, kankoro mochi, and marinated mackerel rolls. On Sundays, it offers a buffet of
homestyle foods prepared in cooperation with the local women’s association. The
dining room overlooks the surrounding hills, and the building has a turret-style
viewing platform enclosed by colorful stained-glass windows that depict the islands’

nature and history.

Local products, including wine, shochu, seafood, and preserves, can be purchased

in the souvenir shop, along with light snacks, coffee, and ice cream.
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Gyoran Kannon Viewpoint

This overlook on the western edge of Fukue Island offers a sweeping view of the
coastline and East China Sea. To the south is an inlet that shelters the blue waters and
white sands of Takahama Beach. To the north, near Kaizu Port, the shore is studded

with angular, black blocks of basaltic lava.

On a pedestal overlooking the water is a stone statue of the Buddhist deity Kannon,
Bodhisattva of Compassion, holding a basket of fish. Kannon is depicted in many
standardized forms, but this one—known appropriately as “Fish-Basket (gyoran)

Kannon”—is relatively rare.

Seen in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean art, the fish-basket form comes from a
Chinese folktale in which the deity appears as a beautiful fishmonger. To spread
Buddhist teachings, she encourages her many suitors to memorize sutras in order to

woo her.

This statue was erected to give fishermen a place to pray for safety at sea and for
bountiful catches. In the sculpture, the fish in Kannon’s basket is a large sea bream
(tai), both an auspicious symbol in Japanese culture and one of the most sought-after
fish in the Goto Islands.
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[ Yakushima Environmental and Cultural Village Center Large-Scale Theater Hall]

Video Subtitles
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[Yakushima Environmental and Cultural Village Center Large-Scale Theater Hall]

Video Subtitles

Yakushima: A Symphony of Forest and Water
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g 2 (FEREZREIF (L called okudake, include FEDLL 2 DF(C(F.
1. Kyushu’s highest peak, Mt. TUNERSIENE.Z
ETEHITARD, Miyanoura (1,936 m). HENHDFET.
IDDENECHELT (1,936X—ML)
TlUHBo
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01:37 BEER ZUTEA In the high mountains, BT, 5H
EnBEAREEZZE native Yakushima FRNS6H LR
D. rhododendrons bloom pale I TEREORAS
—ZNnEE. 2L T pink from late May to early Eﬁ’[':"(vg\/?yvg
FTOYNRHTELET,
IK June.
02:00 The remarkable vertical R SB0ME
distribution of plant life on éE(DE“lEﬁ?ﬁ(zt\ E
19934, N EF] | the island contributed to ABN1993%F. H
OHFRBEREEL Yakushima’s selection as AYIOIF IR
RIS EE B
LCEFINI Japan’s first UNESCO g"‘fiﬁﬂﬁéné
World Natural Heritage CHFLELE,
site in 1993.
) = .
02:20 " . The interior mountains PIEEOWLI 2 (4. &
RE—H(cFom receive an average of 8,000 fEFi’:jS,CEOON
(&, FFfE8000mm to 10,000 millimeters of 10,0000=UX—=NML
¢H. 10000mme . IORMHEEDET
_ rain each year.
EEDN3,
02:32 Half of Yakushima’s ER'%O‘?EFEEEQEGD
g N yearly rainfall occurs FIELESHNS8
BULIULLEHE BENMITOEDT
e mmaaa between May and August, :
1259 ShVIK,. BAXRTO21EU E
and the island gets more =
BAS(E. KOBL DERBKEN DS
~ than double the annual
LTEARBNTULS, FEDNTVET
rainfall of Japan’s = °
mainland.
02:42 Yakushima is sometimes ER“‘%(ID}( ?)'%Jt
- called “the island of ﬂ?(ztﬂé;tb‘&é@i@“
%bf%@f%\”.f:‘(af\ water,” not only for its D‘ LTL(IEEBE@E
EzH<3B(ICH5. plentiful rainfall but also RITRL, BEOE
(CHBRELTVET,

for the surrounding sea.
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EO FUN TN SE(C Yakushima lies 60 TUMNORIRAS60%
60km. kilometers south of ORI SEA
BEEDHENOES Kyushu, in the path of the Sld. CARNSF
ohcf=s2<LTLy | north-flowing Kuroshio ARDBDBIB0F
2. Current. 7

10 103:23 The current brings clear, B, B IREF
- e warm waters that foster a ﬂz%ﬁﬁ@ﬁ\%_ﬁ%
iz Av) o) il =F AN wealth of marine life. MVKZEIZELET,
B

11 103:30 Approximately 1,000 EABOKE. 1

‘ | species of fish and more 1,000#2DFAAL
U)\‘jﬁ%(iﬁd),ﬁéb‘ than 700 types of shellfish 7001 Lo BEEN
5o thrive in Yakushima’s ERLTLVET,

waters.

12 103:41 | [FDFCABZOIR When heat from the sun Bz EFDIE
VF—F Az4 meets the Kuroshio’s warm hEhEDED, ENS
i}}‘ tides, water vapor rises HFRRNFEELE
BEED, from the waves. 7
—IKER[ L HTH
ER

13 |04:03 Lifted on warm coastal ROV
HIEEHNCGE-SEREMN | breezes, the water vapor is REESIENENE
BAEDIE 4 %R carried up toward the AITERENTES
IEUTERITE S, mountains. 7

14 |04:16 & LR IAES When it meets the cooler fiiiffff?
"“‘ o air at high altitudes, the i _I>_("
fi‘_ o vapor coalesces into ibiktg‘ RiEL
MATLKKUERZD TEIRDET,

N, ELZEDS.

clouds.
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15 |04:28 It also becomes fog that RS WLIANEE
%tbtg&(:ﬁb\ cloaks the mountainsides. SHICHROET.

(O
FZELTILANZ PR
ER

16 04:36 When the vapor condenses ARSI
TBHSEA TEIK enough, it falls as rain. IBE. MEBOTED
DHEL, 9,
CZTE>IKDRILIC
£59%.

17.104:55 The entire island is a part SEAM, ISUIK

of this water cycle. DIERO—EIIBO
SEEMNENTH T,
)
18 105:01 On Yakushima, it is said to BASTE. TRl
rain “35 days a month.” 35HERAES It
BHOLSICES EONTVEY,
TIKDHD

19 105:17 MORILENEL: This abundant rainwater COLEZEBTIARD
n. KEHEEDET feeds the island’s countless #HHE. SROHR
ENIT T3, rivers and waterfalls. SNBWIIPRBLED
HzINRWIILL x5
HAUNBE,

20 105:49 Harnessed as hydroelectric KAFE AN
KIELBEOTIRIL power, river water supplies Bk, BAS
650k, 32 | most of Yakushima’s DRANORFEHD

TWEd,

LUV

electricity.
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21 106:05 BaABEpA#AES> | The life-bringing rivers g5
E338UEKEE(C | flow back into the ocean, (I, BERERRIE
120, continuing the cycle. 9o
BUMEERONRICHN
N3,
22 |06:39 In the depths of the SORDAVRTHE,
[ECEVESERD island’s thick forests, water KFRIEBLEOT
BHSE. KOKRH | is essential. E
SEXAN
23 |06:56 Its continuous cycle, from PSRN, BAL
KELROD. CO&He | sky to earth to sea, nurtures LORARB RS
ZBEORVEER unique ecosystems. 1 IREDERRE
R BATWEY,
24 |07:10 The island has over 1,900 BAB$190018%
species of plants, including HABEEIRATE
SIHEOR(CHB. many that can only be 0. BAETURRS
found on Yakushima. NBVEBRLZLT
ED
25 |07:26 A total of 181 bird species 181DFMADEN
have been documented ClEEEFNTLE
BFBEORICRZ, | here. B
26 |07:39 | snldEIHEEIOH(C Yakushima is also Japan’s e BABETNT
2355" B largest nesting ground for ADEAEADE
5. BAB(GGEEN loggerhead sea turtles. B TEHhEd .
FFRULVINS

(&, PHITENIF
D, &z, &
FHCTEHICBUCCIC
RO 333,
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27 (08:07 The nesting and hatching OUVEERLBEO
" ~
. seasons last from May to FSRAE. SANSOR
IKODHSDZEE ) . . FTICIRD. COKF
s eptember. During this ) o
SDenE B<Fn ime, nighttime beac - o
o) N TTEADH, IIHAE
TS access is restricted to "
VW o =EE =
protect the turtles and their COTHERETDR
. HHEIRINET .
offspring.
28 |08:41 For generations, EASDAR(G
- DE(CED Yakushima residents have e BEal%
COBIEBAL N . BB L EDD
. EHSEROE believed in a connection ‘
VEDSERON | een themselves. the | BIPEIEIILTEEL
CL. etween themselves, the .
gods of the mountains, and | "~°
the gods of the sea.
. A b \2/%
29 |08:31 Each village has different FEILOTHEOD
B4R ULH. BBa | practices for worship, but ﬁj?_ (IEE‘%BO)?‘
ST BCng | all involve hiking up to the WINEEDIRS(H
- , . DTV ZEDTVE
Uz, island’s summits.
a_o
. % i~
30 |09:02 ] ] This is known as [EE&DELTHISN
ibtt{?("@ég takemairi, literally _CH\Q‘ @D, LW
RegU, eUTH “pilgrimage to the NDOKFLTY
37:_1._.;5;'*0 mountains.”
31 109:20 | EX(CE., BICE. Villagers bring marine AR (FBTENTE
=T S Vi)Y
0o offerings, such as seaweed | * PRELNEOT
RELBZ =15]
AR FBERZEBX and sand, up to the VX9, UFE'D“( (iIJ.I
tﬁ?\%ﬁ'tf’ mountains. They return to ]E@%‘\?’J_ﬂ'_ﬁ'@m’i'
%“(iEFQ DEEE | ¢ ea with thododendron | 132 CBICRIET
RTEDEIZOES

Do

flowers from the peaks.
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32 |09:43 The outer mountains, SOTHNSRAS
ZUCRIED(ESH visible from the island’s SMAUIDLLI "R "
Rz, flatlands, are called EFENTUET,
FcFENT RX maedake. It is the mist- LD, SBICEDIU
BTEHMHBEE(C cloaked okudake, however, M2, &<h
(EARHDOHNMESE | that have long been TR DEFNEZ
BRI, regarded as the home of SIS

the gods.

33 |09:58 EEBOBECEDORE Climbing the mountains HAilcld, 15055
25LEEZRAD was previously prohibited [#2 OB JEFEn
BUELOME. on certain days of the year, SIEQARIE. L
SEEDA L (CZ known as “days of the EEBILRILEN
AN TS, gods.” L.

34 |10:17 Even now, the mountains Uiz AR
BEVBEAREED are regarded as places that PEAKABNET
BAETCZ4ESs | humans should not enter BVBFRESEERS
FTERD lightly. nenas.

35 |10:33 Residents of Yakushima BABOEERE. B
BREANEE(CH acknowledge their AlcdBBEAT
Do dependence on nature and 60, SEOFFTEL
TNNTOEDAL | express their respect FOTBLT. BN
DFEDTEHD. through the island’s annual DERERLTLE

rituals and festivals. 7

36 |10:51 The windswept, shrub- BNIRETSU, BA
6. 6. EHH5 dotted environment of the MEIET SILIADE
AR DEHEBF higher peaks gradually A&, REBIARED
D#E(F TSR, transitions into lush RIROESNCEAL

LTWEET,

forests.
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37 |11:02 In 1954, Yakushima’s 19544, EE‘R'%(D_
BAMCREITN primeval cedar forest was ¥ 0))?_‘ EAMDRAET
B3O, BEHNC designated a Natural BHARTESNEL
fFOAR4, Monument. e
38 |11:11 The island is the CDEE. —AZAII(C
s 2=
B4R % AED3THa% | southernmost habitat of %DDSOof‘Fﬁtbﬁ'
BOpTEREALE | Japanese cedar trees, called oNns rX¢Jtﬂ?fafﬂ
5 sugi, which generally live 52‘2&*’ DEFAHO
around 500 years. ERILTT
39 (1123 Nourished by the BASTHE, :tiiib
combination of X, EUTAERE
Yakushima’s soil, climate, NIRIREVOIEESR
= = < (VA =
JEns, BASDRR and remote environment, NEDSTHEENS
(C(I¥PEEN TSN ) CET. #2(31,0004
cedars here can live more
o \ = L4NTs
TWaOL. than 1,000 years. These REESDLN TR
) F9, NBOHEAKRGE
ancient trees are known as
) "BAAZ "ELTHIS
yakusugi.
nTLE9,
40 1141 Among the cedars grow A0t 2 ORI
(=g ! \ gL T AL
KIBOIBEN, other evergreen specics | RSB PSR
- - S N =Y
COIRCVENRE and stands of broadleaf DEENBENTVE
RBRROESZESL 9,
trees.
H9,
41 |11:49 At lower altitudes, the ZESMMEVNECAT
= 73 T
BEENDE-SERE, landscape is dominated by ($, RBERREMN
FehH B =
WS IRINCU I laurel forests and LIRRFHBYI TS
SBNTVWET,

g_o

subtropical plants.
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42 |7 The variety of plant B A BIBOIBE(CS
SN R =
game ST species produces a ;é,é;?:i;ﬁj
. spectrum of colors, from
A B vellow BET, BN
D, eaves 1'n pale yellow-green TS
to the rich green of wet
moss.
43 |13 Of the approximately RA0#I1,800180
1,800 species of moss in 5055, 600785 £
CCTHRSFEZ Japan, more than 600 grow PEASICEBLT
e on Yakushima. L&Y
44 |12:33 The island’s lush landscape SORSHBES
is said to have inspired (&, Bl EEOR
BIER. EED Hayao Miyazaki’s films B F el BOBDTY
BTEHB. Nausicad of the Valley of ZHIETEODFIEI
the Wind and Princess 1YLV —-232%5
Mononoke. AREEDNTVE
ER
45 12:49 | LapldEVCH. One resident of the cedar FMCERTHER
DB BIHIEIFC forests is the yakushika, or MY InI(BAS
FELTVBDTE | v ,ushima deer. This DEE)NVET . ZIR>
B subspecies of the sika deer N0, BASERE
fi;’:\\ig@?g_c is native to the island. DEAETT
A0/
Pt 7
46 |13:07 The Yakushima monkey, BABOE. V79
ot yakuzaru, is a (FZRHIOEFET
COEOEAREN subspecies of the Japanese zﬂ;_\;;zli;fgf
_ macaque. It is often found | " APPISe
ZEATNS. TUELERANET,

on the Seibu-rindo Forest
Path, on the western side
of the island.

270




13:2
47 1325 Yakushima formed BABE1,400755F
BASER. 842 approximately 14 million | *** DS DIER
14005 IO, # | years ago due to the BHYINYOLRE
ROENENSIRFD upward pressure of granitic jj(“fjtﬂ?ﬁy’ént
lzEWs, magma from beneath the EZABNTNET
ocean floor.
48 |13:36 | A5(E—HOAI The tall mountains rising ABPSYIDIIORELY
ERKBABICOEZ steeply from the sea have L2 Dl BAS
0. . earned Yakushima its (JD‘%J:(DT“J]ZK
(_L_(L*ﬂ(;(i B _C\ EE nickname “the AlpS on the u?(intb\iqo
s &, »
- ocean.
ZOEIEE. FROF
(CHEHBIIN T
Do
14:01 SED e
49 Perhaps the island’s oldest 5K BOREE
) ) resident is the Jomonsugi (i‘“‘%rﬁ*d)*j s
FBIAZIEEDFIE Cedar, the largest known AFELTHISN S48
Ao yakusugi. XAZTULD,
14:11 2
>0 - The Jomonsugi Cedar is A2, 2,0007%
BN EDEDH. . N57,200%0RIEE
e estimated to be between pSHCIRESTR
B NSTFEALR ZBNTVET, [EH
. 2,000 and 7,200 years old. °
SOFZ(E, (ChERR T D&, 1
. . It cannot be dated more CHRERR ZOCEIO
R, SColC precisely without i =
(=] I A G & { & 4= N =
9 performing tests that would ToBVIRITEEE
harm the tree. hoo
SL 432 | o e i Bz However, scientists know LFNZ. 7, 20051
TRESHUTITEZD | the Jomonsugi Cedar FRICKILOBENNE
» 2 aN— | -
IZ. cannot be more than 7,200 RESUES e LS
= A S
CDFZ(E. RIS years old because at that =8, ﬁ‘aﬁ‘%g(ﬁ%
NIZHEBZDHIITE | time, a volcanic eruption SUF;DV’ZO_O%EJ;U:
E9H AAERIZD | wiped out most life on the 'C_‘(;ttab\tb\m_t’iﬁﬁ
7:__550 island. 4.%.[[&%3“0
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R The circumference of the AF0RREDIE16.4
FENMRD(E, SRUT cedar’s trunk is 16.4 X=bl. §&(d25.3
RTEIRL, meters, and it stands 25.3 *=MLEEHDET
mDESHE(CDE meters tall. More than 10 FFPRICE10REE £
ncowece, plant species grow on its OHEAERLTOE

trunk and branches. EE

>3 | CNETITEHN =t The approximately 22- HBXAZETOIEE22
DL kilometer hike to the FOX-PLEEDE
I TNTEEDOE Jomonsugi Cedar and back L3 ‘%WT%B}V
HEBTAZIEEZTL | 1s one of the most L2221 BBODVE
2DEZ35h challenging on the island. EEE

i In the autumn months from ROIRM51IACH

September to November, T, Lo
BABOREARIN | ainfall is relatively light, | 25T
EKD.
I The drier weather and LOFZRUIERRE
brilliant foliage in portions ARO—EIOREPDI
HIORTE. BiFiE of the forest make this one HLEROT, COBSHA
DEET of the best seasons for 3\ (R
hiking. FEIDUED T,
e Yakushima’s 30-degree- BABHILRE30E
north latitude means that [CATET B, =T
1t%83 0. ®E | even in winter, LBFROSURLER
DESN temperatures along the REIEOFETC. —
AEPEDZFEIRL IR coastline remain 73, ZOWLRETE
EDONENHKD. subtropical. In contrast, the fj‘_ﬂ MIcBZRIL

mountains see regular

snowfall in winter.
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>7 |16:26 HESH. @enen | From December to 12RM52R(hIT
DENMEIBDE February, access to the (&, Rl OILTAN
nSaEEL. peaks may be restricted in DFIEADNHREN
KICE#ZZ 184 | icy conditions. SLLNHDET .
ZBUL\DO<T,

°8 |17:24 ZUZYIDEZH The climate of the summit TR DSUAR(.
B Ff=kHE&EDL | areas is similar to that of ALBEPAROILER
&, Hokkaido and other parts ORI TLET
(F3hEC, JEBA of northern Japan.

DRIBEFLL,

59 17339 | - f nickLC. 18 Yakushima’s unusual BASDRRBER
MR T AL ecosystem has made it a Rid COSHHEAT
N3B(ER0, UNESCO World Heritage M~ IRZIOWETT
UhUEAE T (S0 Site, a Biosphere Reserve, S, 2+ AT
TE. ZOBAIC, and a Ramsar Site—the —7\ SLY-ILRA
FEARE DA — only place in Japan to earn SRR IES
D180, all three designations. DOEITT,

60 |17:38 The island is also BAB(E. 7219
Ehece. Z2Icld recognized as Japan’s EMFENZHERDI N>
BB DED - HEY) northernmost habitat of >0, RILOER
NEBL. Eaahiim banyan trees, called L TERISNTL
5TW%, cajumar. 9,

61 |18:09 Evergreens are plentiful BABHSZAOI

along the banks of DLEFAVNCERIR
ZHMEEF(TE | Yakushima’s many rivers, BINZCERTHED.
5AN3MNINED and a stand of EE)BVTIE, E‘
BV, BAS, mangroves—rare on the ABTEBLLNST

island—can be found along

the Kurio River.

O0-J%2R3cebTE
ig_o
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62

18:30

BABDOA%(F B

The people of Yakushima ‘
- " have adapted to these AFBIDBOIS
COBOBRALE | BT S BRVER
- “ diverse climates and
WEFDRNDOHT, ) ) o BRSNS, T30
LOBAL 0 terrains while maintaining ’“‘57 i : o
= a profound respect for the [ RBTMRPILR
o . , . (SESUTEFRUI.
island’s place in the natural
world.
. 3 2=
63 |18:30 Maintaining a balance RRORELERA
- N\ t=~ -
;Q 3znn bﬁi between conservation and FONSYREROE
N e ‘\\ \ w7 -
,‘\fg}Uﬁb SRR the use of resources is vital 3. BEASORRICL
- l GG
f' HoEETLKIES to Yakushima’s future. SUARIRTY.
Do
) DTN
64 |19:02 Water and diverse natural KEZIZERDR
E4R(L(323h 5% | beauty are Yakushima’s LEE BABORE
~ 5 %EE%?}ET?O
. A& (0L most precious resources.
ENZEFEUET B,
65 |19:31 In an effort to preserve the %@%bé?&“ﬁ'(:ﬁ%
island’s beauty for future I, HTTBUR(S
(=N = £
generations, the local IIERIRREEN
|| = A4 =5y
BHENDHES . IKE government has EHEZERITOE
L established the Mountain 9o
Environmental
Conservation Donation
Program.
. = . o EWE/N
66 119:33 | umvonn A Hikers in Yakushima BASEZAREON
5IERVB A, National Park are asked for AD=lcld AR
- SkwZN 5
UDU. NIZTE | donations to help maintain %O_JNE(DLLA_@
IRUVHZUWETIC | the safety and cleanliness ﬁﬁﬁy@gé’libiiﬂz
REREDN ZZIC | of the trails and other park EHHTISIDOEH
ZHREVLTVET,

(3D

facilities.

274




67 |20:15 | BABI(L. A5 The Yakushima Eﬁ%iﬁiﬁﬁﬂ_ﬁ*ﬁ
(C. BIFEEMER Environmental and toA—-1% BZiANn
FETHD. Cultural Village Center CESMOEAL e
UNhU—FLTeBEE . , TVWET,
B - serves as the island’s
Z'%(“‘ iﬂ‘j‘i‘;k(“ fel gateway for visitors.
NTEBDEAI,
TDtE, CDOET
FERIFNERSR
(/\D
68 |20:36 We hope you will enjoy BN HEDBICD
learning about our island. WTHID, CZTOUL
CZICUNRVEA Bz REUENSLZ
=8 FE-OTWVET,
69 20:; Experience nature as it can ER%(:UD\E%\Q
only be found here. AERARRL T
FEHCOEDUM
VWEAS.
70 20:f SOHEHEBREIF Welcome to Yakushima. BEABNISCT.
50
TDTFEZN. S
nNzBELTiI5 L
D\‘éo
00:25~ Ohko-no-taki Waterfall
00:30~ Mt. Nagata
01:00~ Mt. Miyanoura
02:32~ Miyanoura River
05:33~ Senpiro-no-taki Waterfall
08:22~ Mt. Nagata
09:44~ Mt. Nagata
13:46~ Jomonsugi Cedar

275




16:10~ Mt. Nagata

17:41~ Ohko-no-taki Waterfall
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022-002

Yodogawa Trail Entrance BABENI NBZ EEMFEGES

(94 ™L] SRINZLD / #ERERERH
(JEERIR] B

TEHN I REERER

Yodogawa Trail Entrance

The Yodogawa Trail Entrance is the start of the most popular route to the mountains of
Yakushima’s interior. Ten of these peaks exceed 1,800 meters, and among them are
the eight highest mountains in the Kyushu region. The tallest is Mt. Miyanoura, with

an elevation of 1,936 meters.

From this point, the hike to Mt. Miyanoura is an 8-kilometer, advanced-level route
that takes approximately 5 hours one way. Hikers planning to complete the trek in one
day should begin by 7 a.m. and start their return by 1 p.m. An alternative is to stay

overnight in one of the mountain-hut shelters along the trail.

Sights along the Trail

Plant Life: The Yodogawa area is famous for its high concentration of Yakushima
shakunage, a species of rhododendron that originates on the island. Yakushima
shakunage blossoms emerge pink, then turn white before they fall. They bloom from
late May to early June. From mid-October to early November, the autumn foliage of

Japanese rowans and Yakushima snakebark maples is especially colorful.

Yodogawa Hut and Tofuiwa Rock: Yodogawa Hut is a shelter located approximately
1.5 kilometers or 50 minutes from the trailhead. The hut and the trail beyond it lie
entirely within Yakushima World Natural Heritage territory. Watch for a view of
Tofuiwa Rock, so named because this group of granite boulders resembles a sliced

block of tofu. Tofuiwa Rock crowns Mt. Koban (1,711 m, inaccessible to hikers).
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Hananoego Marsh: This marsh is roughly 4 kilometers (or about 2 hours and 40
minutes) from the trail entrance. Located at an altitude of 1,640 meters, the marsh is
home to many alpine plants as well as 1,000-year-old cedars (yakusugi) that have been
stripped of their bark by the prevailing strong winds. The small shrines (hokora) in
Hananoego Marsh make it an important crossroads for local residents making
pilgrimages to the mountains. Each village has a different pilgrimage destination, and

there are more hokora located on the peaks of the major mountains.

Mt. Kuromi: Rather than hike to Mt. Miyanoura, many day hikers choose a shorter
side route that splits off at Kuromi-wakare Junction and ends at Mt. Kuromi (1,831 m).
This hike is 5.2 kilometers long and takes approximately 3 hours and 45 minutes one
way. Mt. Kuromi’s summit gives a panoramic view of Yakushima’s other peaks and
sometimes even mainland Kagoshima, weather permitting. Mt. Kuromi features many

outcroppings of large granite boulders.

Mt. Miyanoura: Hikers going to Mt. Miyanoura should take the trail that traverses the
slopes of Mt. Nageshi (1,830 m), Mt. Anbo (1,847 m), and Mt. Okina (1,860 m) before
coming to Mt. Kurio (1,867 m). Mt. Kurio and Mt. Kuromi are often said to tie for
third place among Yakushima’s “Three Peaks” (mitake); first and second are Mt.
Miyanoura and Mt. Nagata (1,886 m), respectively. Mt. Kuromi is the popular choice
for third, but Mt. Kurio is actually taller.

Continuing On
From Mt. Miyanoura, connecting trails continue toward both Mt. Nagata and toward

the Jomonsugi Cedar and Wilson’s Stump. Hikers intending to take these routes

should plan to stay overnight in a shelter.

Cautions

Y akushima macaque monkeys and Yakushima shika deer, as well as many different
types of amphibians, insects, and birds inhabit this area. For the protection of plants
and wildlife in the national park, hikers should remain on the trail at all times and
refrain from feeding animals, polluting water sources, stepping on live moss, or

leaving any trash behind. Camping in unauthorized areas, starting fires in the forest,
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and catching or harming living things are all prohibited by law. In addition, please

show respect for the small shrines along the trails.

Weather conditions on the island can change quickly, and in winter, the peaks may
be covered in 1 to 2 meters of snow. Watch for falling branches or rocks along the
trails. Cellular phone service is largely unavailable, but some areas do get signal, so

hikers should carry a phone in case of emergency.

An outhouse is available at Yodogawa Hut. Booths for using disposable toilets are
located near Hananoego Marsh and Mt. Okina. Hikers are advised to carry a
disposable-toilet pack for emergencies and to use the facilities here at the trail entrance

before entering the forest.

FEoAEER X DRER (HA<EEER)

FENZEWLO

FENFILEBAOG. BABREAORERE1IS-RI - MDA MR THD. BEDSS
10IENRE1,800X— NLZEBZ . EOFRCEFNMNBA THREBVEIDLNHZ. REFZLD
(F=EZHETIEE1,936X— N3,

COFIUONSEZHEETO/\(F>7(38F0X— MNLOEEREN DD, FiEHSKREO_LikE
MBI — b THD. BIRDOBERF. FRI7RFTICHFEL. FRIFETICIZBICOWEN DD,
FeE FLERVDINETHESEIRREH D,

hAILBLDRECS

A ENIVT (S SEBOAMIEO—BTHI VIS vIF T OREEMELTEETHS.
VISR IFTOIEFESVETIXE, BZAIICERS, FEREAESA Tahs68 LAT
H3. 10AFEN5118 EAICHITE. FFAVROVISIAFTHAITHEODIFEEF N
PANS

ENNBEERE
SENVNEF EFLONSHL.5F0. 500 @FEDECAICH D CONBEZDTDOFILBERFIAN
TEASHRBREEDOXEBN(CHD. EHE0ENZBEY L SBEZLTVSIENS
ZORMIDOVEBEZHH THLD ERERFSEL (TBS1,711m. /A H—(FIZ5ANE
1E) DIAEECHD.

B2 IRIR
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Arakawa Trail Entrance

The Arakawa Trail is the most popular route to reach the Jomonsugi Cedar. The trail’s
initial ascent is gradual, and much of it follows the former Anbo Forest Railway track.
It passes through the valley of Kosugidani (2.6 km, approximately 50 minutes in) and
the Kusugawa-wakare Junction (4.4 km, approximately 90 minutes in). The trail ends
at the Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail Entrance (8.1 km, approximately 2 hours and 40
minutes in). This trail is the final stretch that leads to Wilson’s Stump and then to the
Jomonsugi Cedar. Unlike the Arakawa Trail, the Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail is steep

and the climb is strenuous.

To reach the Jomonsugi Cedar and return in time to catch the last shuttle, hikers

should depart here no later than 6:30 a.m.

Sights along the Trail

Anbo Forest Railway Track: Approximately 8 kilometers of the Arakawa Trail
follow the Anbo Forest Railway. Construction of the railway began in 1922, and it was
used to transport lumber from the forest to the port of Anbo. Today, it is one of the few
forest railways still in service. Park management officials use it to carry out fallen
cedars, remove toilet waste, haul in trail maintenance materials, and also for
emergency transport. Additional wooden planks have been added between the rails to

make walking easier, but these can be slippery when wet.

Kosugidani Valley: This is the site of a village and former logging office established
in 1923. In the decades following World War II, woodcutters and other laborers lived
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in the valley with their families. Today, a covered rest area is located near the site of

the village, and photos of village life are displayed along the trail.

Kusugawa-wakare Junction: The Arakawa Trail also passes through Kusugawa-
wakare Junction, where a trail branches off toward Shiratani Unsuikyo Ravine. Those
wishing to continue on the Arakawa Trail toward the Jomonsugi Cedar should stay on

the railway.

Wilson’s Stump: Roughly 0.6 kilometers from the start of the Okabu-hodo Mountain
Trail is the stump of a massive Japanese cedar that was cut down in the sixteenth
century. Estimated to have been between 2,000 and 3,000 years old at the time, the
stump has a cavernous hollow interior open to the sky. A small stream flows through it,

and the rocks and logs arranged outside the stump make the spot a good place to rest.

From Wilson’s Stump, the final 1.9-kilometer push to the Jomonsugi Cedar takes

roughly 1 hour and 30 minutes.

Jomonsugi Cedar: This ancient and immense Japanese cedar tree is one of
Yakushima’s most iconic sights. To reach the Jomonsugi Cedar and return the same
day, hikers must arrive at the Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail Entrance by 10 a.m. From
that point, the hike takes approximately 2 hours each way, and the trail is extremely
steep. Wooden decks have been installed on the tree’s southern and northern sides,
providing a large rest area for viewing the ancient giant. Hikers should begin their

return from the Jomonsugi Cedar no later than 1 p.m.

Continuing On
From the Jomonsugi Cedar, a trail continues toward Mt. Miyanoura (1,936 m), the

highest mountain in Kyushu. Hiking this steep 5.6-kilometer mountain path takes 4 to
5 hours each way. Hikers interested in reaching Mt. Miyanoura will need to stay
overnight in a shelter and should plan to reach it before dark. Mountain guides are

recommended for inexperienced hikers.

Cautions

Yakushima macaque monkeys and Yakushima shika deer, as well as many different
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types of amphibians, insects, and birds inhabit this area. For the protection of plants
and wildlife in the national park, hikers should remain on the trail at all times and
refrain from feeding animals, polluting water sources, stepping on live moss, or
leaving any trash behind. Camping in unauthorized areas, starting fires in the forest,
and catching or harming living things are all prohibited by law. In addition, please

show respect for the small shrines along the trails.

Cellular phone service is largely unavailable, but some areas do get signal, so hikers
should carry a phone in case of emergency. Weather conditions on the island can
change quickly. The Jomonsugi Cedar route is in one of the rainiest parts of the island,
and in heavy rain it can be very hard to see the path. This drastically increases the
difficulty of the final climb, as well as the risk of injury or other mishap. When
considering whether to proceed, remember that rescue operations can be difficult and

expensive, and hikers generally bear the cost.

A biological toilet is located near the Kusugawa-wakare Junction, and there is an
outhouse at the entrance to the Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail. Permanent disposable-
toilet booths and seasonal tent-style booths (available between March and November)
are located near Kosugidani, the Daiosugi Cedar, and the Jomonsugi Cedar. Hikers are
advised to carry a disposable-toilet pack for emergencies and to use the facilities here

at the trail entrance before entering the forest.
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Shiratani Unsuikyo Ravine Entrance

The Shiratani Unsuikyo Ravine is Yakushima’s best-known and most-frequented
destination. The valley’s terrain of dense woodlands and plunging waterfalls covers
424 hectares and ranges in elevation from 600 to 1,050 meters. Three trails of varying
lengths take hikers across pristine streams, through old-growth conifer and broadleaf
forests, past thousand-year-old Japanese cedar trees (yakusugi), and into the

otherworldly Moss-Covered Forest.

From Tsujitoge Pass, connecting trails lead on to the Arakawa Trail, the Okabu-
hodo Mountain Trail Entrance, and from there to Wilson’s Stump (5.7 km from the
Pass, approximately 2 hours and 40 minutes), the Jomonsugi Cedar (7.6 km from the
Pass, approximately 4 hours and 10 minutes), and eventually Mt. Miyanoura (1,936 m),

the highest peak in Kyushu Prefecture.

Sights along the Trails

Yayoisugi Cedar Loop Trail: This is the ravine’s shortest route, which is 2
kilometers long and takes approximately 1 hour. The highlight is the Yayoisugi Cedar,
which is estimated to be 3,000 years old and is named for the Yayoi period (300 BCE-
300 CE). This giant was never cut for timber as its complex shape would have made
cutting straight planks difficult. Today, the tree stands 26.1 meters tall and has a trunk
circumference of 8.1 meters. The Yayoisugi Cedar’s easy accessibility has made it one
of the most-visited yakusugi on the island. It stands in a grove of flowering isunoki, a

type of witch hazel.
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Bugyosugi Cedar Loop Trail: The greatest number of yakusugi are found along this
middle-length trail, which is 4 kilometers long and takes approximately 3 hours. The
seven major yakusugi along this course include the Nidaiosugi Cedar, or “second-
generation great cedar.” At 32 meters high, this tree is both the valley’s tallest and an
example of “stump regeneration,” in which a tree sends out new shoots from an old
stump. The trail also leads past the “three-legged” Sanbon-ashi-sugi Cedar and the
Bugyosugi Cedar, which has the largest trunk circumference in the ravine at 8.5 meters.
Visitors may notice a scar on its trunk, which is the result of a “test cut” made several
hundred years ago by loggers. They were testing whether the wood would split evenly,
but ultimately deemed the tree unusable. The final yakusugi giant visible along the
Bugyosugi Cedar Loop Trail is the Kugurisugi Cedar, whose roots arch over the trail

at the point where it turns back toward the ravine entrance.

Taikoiwa Rock Loop Trail: This is the longest and most popular route in the ravine.
It covers 5.6 kilometers and takes approximately 4 hours. Its main attractions are the
Moss-Covered Forest (Kokemusu-mori) and Taikoiwa Rock (1,050 m), the highest
point on the three trails. First, hikers will reach the Moss-Covered Forest—a
spectacular, boulder-strewn landscape where the constant high humidity and minimal
leaf fall encourage the luxuriant growth of moss on every surface. Roughly 1.2
kilometers past the forest, hikers will reach Taikoiwa Rock. This large granite outcrop
offers an expansive view of the Anbo River and Yakushima’s interior mountains,
including Mt. Miyanoura and Mt. Nagata (1,886 m). From the Rock, visitors can see

Kosugidani Valley, the location of a former logging village.

In spring and summer, Shiratani Unsuikyo Ravine is filled with flowers: pale pink
azaleas in April, sapphireberry and Japanese rowan blooms from April to May, white
hydrangeas from May to June, scarlet azaleas in early summer, and the camellia-like

blooms of orangebark stewartia in August.

Continuing On
The Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail leads first to Wilson’s Stump, the remains of a

massive Japanese cedar tree that was cut down in the sixteenth century. It is believed
to be the oldest stump on Yakushima. Roughly 1.1 kilometers later, hikers will reach
the Daiosugi Cedar, estimated to be around 3,000 years old. Another 0.8 km along the
trail is the Jomonsugi Cedar, said to be the island’s oldest and largest Japanese cedar.
The Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail rises steeply from this point, and 5.6 kilometers after

the Jomonsugi Cedar, hikers will reach Mt. Miyanoura.
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Cautions

Much of the route from Tsujitoge Pass to the Jomonsugi Cedar is very steep, and
hikers taking this route should plan on two full days. Those headed to Mt. Miyanoura
will also need to stay overnight in a shelter. This route may be especially dangerous in

snowy winter conditions.

The Bugyosugi Cedar Loop Trail crosses several creeks, which swell during and
after rainfall; be careful of rising water and slippery rocks. The trail may be closed if
conditions are unsafe. Check for a sign posted at the Shiratani Unsuikyo Ravine

Entrance or ask park staff about route closures before beginning a hike.

Yakushima macaque monkeys and Yakushima shika deer, as well as many different
types of amphibians, insects, and birds inhabit this area. For the protection of plants
and wildlife within the national park, visitors should remain on the trail at all times and
refrain from feeding animals, polluting water sources, stepping on live moss, or
leaving any trash behind. Camping in unauthorized areas, starting fires in the forest,

and catching or harming living things are all prohibited by law.

Weather conditions on the island can change quickly. Watch for falling branches or
rocks along the trails. Cellular phone service is largely unavailable, but some areas do

get signal, so hikers should carry a phone in case of emergency.

There is an outhouse as well as a booth for disposable-toilet use near Shiratani Hut
along the Taikoiwa Rock Loop Trail. There is another disposable-toilet booth at
Tsujitoge Pass. Hikers are advised to carry a disposable-toilet pack for emergencies

and to use the facilities here at the trail entrance before entering the forest.
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Yakusugi Land Entrance

Yakusugi Land is considered the best place on Yakushima to experience a forest of
giant, primeval cedars. The park’s 270 hectares had relatively little logging activity
during the Edo period (1603—1867)—when many of the island’s other cedars were cut
down—and the most remote parts have recovered to the degree that they are now
considered virgin forest. The park ranges in altitude from 1,000 to 1,300 meters and
has five hiking courses. Each route passes among thousand-year-old Japanese cedars
(yakusugi) as well as the younger kosugi, the name given to cedars less than 1,000

years old.

The 30- and 50-minute trails are well-maintained, with wooden boardwalks or
stone-paved pathways; these are ideal for beginning hikers, children, or visitors with
decreased mobility. The longer 80-, 150-, and 210-minute trails are unpaved forest
paths and therefore more challenging. The 210-minute trail connects to a longer route
that leads to Mt. Tachu (1,497 m).

Sights along the Trails

All of the trails pass the majestic Sennensugi (“Thousand-year”) and Futagosugi
(“Twin”) Cedars. Along the way are several examples of stump regeneration (trees
regrown from stumps) and of domaiboku (discarded sections of yakusugi trees left by
loggers). The trails pass beneath the trunks of the Kuguritsuga Hemlock and
Kugurisugi Cedar, which arch over the path. Hikers will also cross suspension bridges

over the Arakawa River.

An additional highlight of the 80-minute trail is the Tsutsujigawara (“Wild Azalea
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River”) riverbed, with rushing whitewater and boulders festooned in color when the
flowers are in bloom. Hikers who take the 150-minute trail will see the 1,500-year-old
Tenchusugi (“Pillar to Heaven”) Cedar and the Hahakosugi (“Mother and Child”)
Cedar, actually two 2,600-year-old cedars whose trunks are joined at the base. Those
who choose the 210-minute trail are rewarded with little-seen giant cedars and lush
green moss in the Tenmon-no-mori Forest, an important research area for the study of

forest regeneration.

In addition to cedars, Yakusugi Land has numerous conifers and broadleaf trees,
including fir, hemlock, Yakushima shakunage rhododendron, sapphireberry, and

several species of azaleas.

Continuing On
From the Tenmon-no-mori Forest, hikers can extend their trek by ascending Mt. Tachu,

an 8-kilometer roundtrip that takes 6 to 7 hours from this trailhead. The mountain’s
summit is capped by the distinctive Tenchuseki Rock, a 40-meter pillar of granite that
juts from the mountaintop like a colossal spike. Hikers bound for Mt. Tachu should
plan to leave here by 7 a.m. The trail becomes extremely dangerous during heavy rains,

which are common in this part of the island.

For visitors unable to reach the mountain itself, Mt. Tachu’s peak and Tenchuseki

Rock are visible (weather permitting) to the northwest of the parking area.

Cautions

Y akushima macaque monkeys and Yakushima shika deer, as well as many different
types of amphibians, insects, and birds inhabit this area. For the protection of plants
and wildlife within the national park, hikers should remain on the trail at all times and
refrain from feeding animals, polluting water sources, stepping on live moss, or
leaving any trash behind. Camping in unauthorized areas, starting fires in the forest,

and catching or harming living things are all prohibited by law.

Weather conditions on the island can change quickly. Watch for falling branches or
rocks along the trails. Cellular phone service is largely unavailable, but some areas do

get signal, so hikers should carry a phone in case of emergency.

Booths for disposable toilets are located near the fallen Jamonsugi Cedar on the
150- and 210-minute trails, near the Tsutsujigawara riverbed, and in the Tenmon-no-

mori Forest. Hikers are advised to carry a disposable-toilet pack for emergencies.
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Flush toilets are available at Shinsen, the rest area and gift shop near the entrance to

Yakusugi Land.
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Tsujitoge Pass

This is a junction on the main trail through Shiratani Unsuikyo Ravine. From here, a
side trail leads to Taikoiwa Rock (0.23 km, 10 minutes one way), and the main trail
goes to one of two destinations: toward the Jomonsugi Cedar on the Okabu-hodo
Mountain Trail (7.6 km, approximately 4 hours and 10 minutes one way) or toward the

Shiratani Unsuikyo Ravine Entrance (2.6 km, 1.5 hours).

The pass has been in use for at least 400 years. It was an essential route for loggers
traveling from coastal villages, such as Kusugawa and Miyanoura, to reach mountains
in the interior. Villagers from Kusugawa also traveled through the pass to make
pilgrimages to the sacred peaks, a practice called takemairi. Takemairi began in the

area as far back as 1488, so this route may date to that time.

Taikoiwa Rock (1,050 m) is a large granite outcrop with an expansive view of
Yakushima’s interior mountains, including Mt. Miyanoura (1,936 m) and Mt. Nagata
(1,886 m), as well as the Anbo River. The trail to the Rock is a one-way loop; please

follow the counterclockwise route as indicated on the sign.

For hikers coming from Shiratani Unsuikyo Ravine, about 100 meters past Tsujitoge
Pass is Tsujinoiwaya, a large, shelf-like slab of granite that creates a small cave

beneath. It can be used as a shelter in case of a sudden storm or other emergency.

The route from Tsujitoge Pass to the Jomonsugi Cedar is not recommended for novice
hikers, nor is it a day hike. Those following this route should plan on spending the

night at Takatsuka Hut (near the Jomonsugi Cedar) and returning the next day.

In heavy rain or snow, the risk of injury or other mishap greatly increases. Even when
there is no snow at Tsujitoge Pass, it may be present at higher elevations. Weather
conditions can change quickly on the island, so exercise good judgement and do not

take risks. If the weather is inclement, if you have inadequate gear or supplies, if you
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are already tired, or if you are an inexperienced hiker, please return to the Shiratani

Unsuikyo Ravine Trailhead.
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Jomonsugi Cedar

This immense and ancient tree may be the oldest Japanese cedar (Cryptomeria
Jjaponica) in the world. With a height of 25.3 meters and a trunk circumference of 16.4
meters, the Jomonsugi Cedar was once suspected to be two separate cedars that had

fused together. However, DNA testing has since confirmed that it is a single tree.

The Jomonsugi Cedar is estimated to be between 2,000 to 7,200 years old, but it
cannot be more precisely dated. Carbon-dating tests in 1984 proved the tree was at
least 2,170 years old (£110 years). The upper limit of its age, however, is less certain.
The tree’s inner core is hollow, so it is impossible to take samples of the oldest layers
for tree-ring counting or carbon-dating. In addition, the trunk is too wide to allow non-
invasive CT scanning to map its tree-ring patterns. Instead, researchers have used the
known growth rates of Yakushima’s other giant cedars as well as information about
ancient volcanic and climatic activity to narrow down the tree’s age. The eruption of a
nearby undersea volcano destroyed most life on the island around 7,200 years ago, so

the Jomonsugi Cedar is unlikely to be any older.

The Jomonsugi Cedar’s irregular shape made it unsuitable for timber, which
ensured the tree survived the intense logging activities of the Edo period (1603—-1867).
Evidence of forestry activity in the area—such as the stumps of other felled cedars—
confirms the giant tree was known to island residents at the time. At some point,
however, its existence was apparently forgotten, because in 1966 the tree was
“rediscovered” by Yakushima resident Iwakawa Teiji. [Iwakawa named his find the
“Oiwasugi” (the Great Iwa Cedar) after himself. The following year, a full-page article
about the tree appeared in the regional Minaminippon shimbun newspaper. The
headline used the term “Jomon,” in reference to Japan’s Jomon period (c. 14,500
BCE-300 BCE), to describe the tree’s age. Although Iwakawa continued to call the

tree “Oiwasugi” until his death in 1987, “Jomonsugi Cedar” quickly caught on and has
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since become its official name.

In 1983, a poster campaign run by the Ministry of the Environment showed a local
high school student posing next to the trunk of the ancient tree. These posters appeared
in train stations and city halls around the country, and visitors to Yakushima began to
increase. By 1990, roughly 10,000 people a year were making the climb to see the
Jomonsugi Cedar. To minimize the erosion caused by so many hikers clambering
around the tree’s roots, the first observation deck was built in 1996. By 2008, over

90,000 people per year were visiting the Jomonsugi Cedar.

The Jomonsugi Cedar is host to more than 10 species of epiphytes (plants that grow
on rock surfaces or on other plants), including several varieties of rhododendron,
Japanese star anise, Japanese rowan, and other cedars. In 2005, the weight of heavy
snow brought down one of the ancient tree’s branches: a 5-meter-long, 1.2-metric-ton
limb that was removed by helicopter. The branch is now on display at the Yakusugi

Museum, where visitors can touch this piece of the island’s natural heritage.
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Toilets in the Mountains

Preserving the unspoiled state of Yakushima’s forests relies on visitors following the
hiking guidelines—particularly regarding toilets. There are a number of ways visitors
can reduce the impact of human waste on the island’s protected areas. In addition to
traditional flush toilets, there are composting toilets that process human waste into dry
powder. There are also many booths that enable the use of “disposable toilets,” which
hikers carry out of the forest and dispose of in designated bins at the nearest trailhead.
Maintaining all of these toilet facilities requires considerable time and labor, and the
Yakushima Mountain Environmental Management Council uses money donated by

hikers to fund these crucial services.

In the 1990s and early 2000s, there were not enough toilet facilities to accommodate
the flood of hikers during the island’s busy seasons, resulting in crowding and overuse.
Park rangers also found human waste near rivers and springs and inside tree stumps.
Flush toilets were limited to major trailheads and tourist facilities, and only outhouses
were available near the huts and summit areas. Waste from these outhouses was—and
continues to be—removed and carried manually down the mountain in plastic tanks at
a significant cost each year. It can take a porter carrying two tanks (a combined weight

of nearly 40 kilograms) two days to complete the journey.

To reduce the physical and financial burden of removing human waste, a system using
portable, disposable toilets was introduced in 2010. These compact packages come
with two plastic bags: a dark green one for installing on the seats of disposable toilet
booths, and a light-green zip-lock bag for secure storage. Used bags should be

deposited in the rectangular gray bins located at trailheads. Hikers can purchase these
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disposable-toilet packs in advance at tourist information centers or select shops and
hotels around the island. For each purchase made, 70 yen is donated to the

environmental management fund.

An innovative composting toilet is located along the Arakawa Trail near the
Kusugawa-wakare Junction, a little over 1.5 hours from the Arakawa Trail Entrance.
This environmentally friendly mechanism does not use water, but instead combines
waste with sawdust using a rotating drum and mixing blade. After using the toilet, hikers
press a button to rotate the drum contents and aid the composting process. Through the action
of heat-producing microorganisms, the waste becomes a dry powder much reduced in volume.
Hikers are asked not to dispose of trash in the toilet, as it will cause the rotating mechanism to

jam.

During the busy season (March to November), tent-style disposable-toilet booths are erected
along major trails. Maps showing the locations of all toilets are available for hikers to carry

with them on the trail.
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Daiosugi Cedar

The Daiosugi Cedar, or “Great King Cedar,” is a Japanese cedar (sugi) estimated to be
around 3,000 years old. It is 24.7 meters tall, has a trunk circumference of 11.1 meters,
and was the oldest and largest sugi known until the rediscovery of the Jomonsugi
Cedar.

The Daiosugi Cedar’s inner core has mostly rotted away, leaving it with a hollow
trunk. While the tree can continue living this way, the absence of inner growth rings
makes it difficult for researchers to determine the tree’s exact age. Two common
methods of calculating a tree’s age are to count its growth rings or perform carbon-

dating tests on its center, but neither of these are possible with the Daiosugi Cedar.

The tree has begun to tilt downward on the steep slope, and researchers are
concerned about its ability to remain upright in strong typhoon winds. For this reason,
in the interest of hikers’ safety, the trail that originally ran beneath the cedar was

rerouted to pass above it.

From the Daiosugi Cedar, the Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail continues west toward
the Jomonsugi Cedar (0.8 km, approximately 30 minutes) and from there to the
Miyanoura-hodo Mountain Trail and Mt. Miyanoura (6.4 km, approximately 6 hours).
Traveling east from this point, hikers will reach Wilson’s Stump (1.1 km,
approximately 50 minutes) and eventually the Arakawa Trail Entrance (9.8 km,

approximately 4 hours).

There is a permanent disposable-toilet booth near the Daiosugi Cedar, and a
seasonal tent-style disposable-toilet booth is erected from March to November. The
closest outhouse is near the Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail Entrance (1.7 km,

approximately 1 hour and 15 minutes).
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Site of Kosugidani Village

The village of Kosugidani began as a base for logging projects in Yakushima National
Forest in 1923. A year before, construction had begun on the Anbo Forest Railway,
which connected the valley to the port of Anbo. The railway allowed timber to be
transported from the mountains to the harbor with comparative ease, and this made
Kosugidani an ideal base for the island’s logging industry. When most of the island’s
forests were made government property in the mid-1920s, national demand increased
and Kosugidani’s prosperity grew. Later, after World War 11, the valley played a

significant role in supplying lumber for national reconstruction.

Woodcutters and other laborers lived with their families in Kosugidani. At its peak
in 1960, the village had a population of 540 people, with more than 150 children
attending the joint elementary and junior high school. Eventually, however, clear-
cutting and the invention of a more effective chainsaw led to the depletion of the
valley’s resources and the end of logging in the area. The village logging office was

closed in 1970, and the last villager left around that time.

The site of the old school can be seen in the clearing just off the trail, and photos of
students and village life are displayed nearby. Near the covered rest area is a stone
monument marking the location of the logging office, commemorated with a large

cross-section cut from a giant cedar.

West from Kosugidani, the Arakawa Trail continues toward the Jomonsugi Cedar
(8 km, approximately 3 hours and 50 minutes). Following the trail east leads to the

Arakawa Trail Entrance (2.6 km, approximately 50 minutes).

A tent-style disposable-toilet booth is located here from March to November. The

closest flush toilet is at the Arakawa Trail Entrance.
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Wilson’s Stump

This hollow, cavernous stump is all that remains of a massive Japanese cedar tree that
was cut down in the sixteenth century. The tree is estimated to have been between
2,000 and 3,000 years old at the time. Its stump has a circumference of 13.8 meters,
and its 16-square-meter interior is roughly the size of a small hotel room. It is believed

to be the oldest stump on Yakushima.

One theory says the tree was felled on the orders of Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536—
1598), one of three warlords who helped to reunite Japan after the civil war that
preceded the founding of the Tokugawa shogunate (1603—1868). During his
campaigns in the Kyushu region, Hideyoshi had subdued Yakushima’s ruling
Shimadzu family. He decided to use wood from each of his conquered provinces to
build a Great Buddha Hall in Kyoto that would rival that of Todaiji Temple in Nara.
Construction began in 1588, and records show that a senior Shimadzu retainer visited
the island on Hideyoshi’s behalf to conduct a survey of usable timber. For generations,
the great cedars of Yakushima’s interior mountains had been considered sacred and
were left uncut, but the high-quality wood—valued for its unusual durability and high

resin content—was ideal for Hideyoshi’s project.

Little was known of the great stump until British botanist Dr. Ernest Henry Wilson
(1876—1930) came across it in 1914. Wilson was on an expedition for the Arnold
Arboretum of Harvard University, collecting plant samples and taking photos of the
island’s forests. One of his pictures captured the stump’s immense size in comparison
to members of his expedition. When Wilson published his findings in 7he Conifers
and Taxads of Japan (1916), he drew the world’s attention to Yakushima’s forests and

the remarkable stump that now bears his name.

Inside Wilson’s Stump are a spring and a small shrine called Tamashiro Jinja. It is

dedicated to three deities, including the one that is believed to inhabit the stump. The
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exterior of the stump is covered with moss and numerous epiphytes (plants that grow
on other plants), including orangebark stewartia, pale pink azaleas (sakuratsutsuji),
and a species of laurel called inugashi. Three younger cedars, thought to have sprouted

from seeds produced by the tree before it was cut, have grown up around the stump.

At one time, there were many more species of epiphytes and shrubs living on and
around Wilson’s Stump, but heavy traffic from hikers has killed off most of them. The
area is in the process of regenerating, so hikers are asked to remain on the path that
leads between the rest area and the stump. Entering the stump is permitted, but please

do not attempt to climb it or enter the undergrowth surrounding it.

From Wilson’s Stump, the Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail continues west toward the
Jomonsugi Cedar (1.9 km, approximately 1 hour and 30 minutes) and then on to the
Miyanoura-hodo Mountain Trail and Mt. Miyanoura (7.5 km, approximately 7 hours).
Heading east leads to the Arakawa Trail Entrance (8.7 km, approximately 3 hours).

The closest flush toilet is at the Okabu-hodo Mountain Trail Entrance (0.6 km,
approximately 25 minutes east). A permanent disposable-toilet booth is available near
the Daiosugi Cedar (1.1 km, approximately 1 hour), and a tent-style disposable-toilet

booth is set up nearby from March to November.
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Bull Sumo Arena: Nakusami-kan

This all-weather arena was constructed in 2012 to hold togyu (bull sumo) events. A
tradition dating back to the eighteenth century, fogyu initially emerged as a form of
entertainment, an escape from the fatigue of farmwork. Today it remains immensely
popular, attracting enthusiastic spectators of all ages who come together to cheer on
their favorite bulls. Unlike bullfighting in Spain, bull sumo pits the bulls against each
other, spurred on by “coaches” known as seko. A referee presides over the matches
and ultimately determines which bull is victorious, though most matches conclude
when one bull turns away or retreats. Like sumo wrestling, these matches can be over
in mere seconds or extend to many minutes. 7ogyu bulls can weigh more than a ton,
and are fed and trained with much care and attention, focusing on building up their

strength, stamina, and technique.

Exhibits and Theater Room

To the left of the bulls’ entrance is an exhibition and theater room, featuring videos,
posters, photos of legendary bulls, and other togyu-related items. Admission is ¥100
for children under 15, ¥200 for 15 and up.

Tournament Schedule
Tournaments are held here about 10 to 15 times throughout the year. The annual
tournaments, which decide the champions of the entire island of Tokunoshima, take

place in January, May, and October.
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Horai-kan: Local Community Center

This community center was established in August 2008 to serve the town of Isen and
other parts of Tokunoshima Island. Horai-kan serves two main purposes: promoting

the health and well-being of local residents, and providing them with a gathering space.
The center’s name combines the word /orai, meaning “happy” or “enjoyable” in the

local dialect, with kan, the Japanese word for “hall.”

For a Healthy Community

Horai-kan offers a wide range of facilities, including a swimming pool, public baths
(with a spa), a fully equipped gym, a studio for yoga and other exercise programs, and
a multi-purpose lounge. It also boasts an auditorium, modern kitchen facilities for
cooking lessons, and meeting rooms—all of which can be rented for various events
and gatherings. The outdoor area features a children’s playground. Horai-kan
welcomes visitors of all ages, serving as a central hub where residents can exercise and

socialize.
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Hyakusai: Shopping for Island Souvenirs

Welcome to Hyakusai, Tokunoshima’s largest direct sales shop, offering a wide
variety of goods and products sourced from over 200 farmers and producers on the
island. Hyakusai serves as a convenient shopping destination for local families while
also providing visitors with the opportunity to pick up souvenirs of their time on

Tokunoshima.

Local Produce and Brown Sugar Products

The farmer’s market section of Hyakusai features fresh fruits and vegetables from
local growers, including potatoes, ginger, and goya, the bitter melon that has been
called a “superfood.” Other notable items include tropical fruits like mango, passion
fruit, and the low-calorie, high-fiber dragon fruit. Local bakers supply a selection of
breads and cakes, while salad dressings, sauces, and condiments made from the
flavorful shikuasa citrus, an island favorite, can also be found. For those looking to
experience more of Tokunoshima’s unique flavors, various snacks and foods made
with kokuto, the dark brown sugar sourced from sugarcane grown in local fields, are
available. A popular café located next to the market serves baked goods and box

lunches.
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Miyadobaru Beach and Mélange Deposits

This expansive rocky beach features stretches of limestone worn smooth by the waves,
as well as areas marked by mélange deposits that date back some 100 million years.
M¢élange deposits consist of fragments of rocks of varying hardness and size that were
crushed and fused together during tectonic plate collisions—which typically occur
near the seafloor—then pushed to the surface over the years. The beach also has

numerous caves and tunnels carved out over time by wind and waves.

Salt-Making Traditions

Salt ponds in the flat limestone fields have been used by generations of local residents
to make cooking salt. The traditional salt-making methods involve either boiling the
seawater from these ponds, which was already naturally high in salt content due to
evaporation, or extracting the salt from seaweed. (Visitors are welcome to taste the
seawater in the shallower ponds to get an idea of just how salty it is.) Some local

people continue to follow these traditions to this day.

Memories of War

During the final stages of World War II, Tokunoshima faced aerial attacks by U.S.
military planes, and villagers often sought refuge in these caves. Some elderly
residents still recall the warnings they received as children about the perils of leaving

the caves to catch a glimpse of low-flying aircraft.
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Cape Inutabu

Cape Inutabu, the westernmost spot on Tokunoshima Island, offers a sweeping view of
the geological formation that dominates the western coast of the island. The sloping
plateau that juts out into the East China Sea is composed of limestone from uplifted
coral reefs. This formation culminates in striking cliffs, sculpted from the rock by the

forces of wind and sea. The cape is also known for its panoramic sunset views.

The Yamato Memorial Monument

The prominent structure at the far end of the cape is a memorial to the Yamato, a
famous World War II battleship. Launched in 1940, it was one of the two largest
battleships ever built—260 meters long, almost 40 meters wide, and weighing an
astonishing 72,000 tons. (Fans of anime may recognize its name from the popular TV

and film series Space Battleship Yamato.)

A Tragic End

The Yamato was sunk on April 7, 1945 by U.S. aircraft, losing more than 3,000 sailors.
As the ship’s last radio message referred to Tokunoshima, many initially believed the
ship had gone down near this location. The monument, designed to resemble hands
joined in prayer, was erected in April 1968 to commemorate the loss of the battleship.
It stands tall at 24 meters, the same height as the bridge of the famous ship. While it is
now confirmed that the Yamato went down off the southwest coast of Kyushu, far

from this location, the town of Isen and the descendants of the fallen sailors continue

to honor their memory by holding a memorial service here every April 7.
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Kobaru Beach and CIiff Descent

This trailhead marks the starting point for the steep descent to Kobaru Beach, a
favorite location for Tokunoshima islanders since at least the Meiji era (1868—1912).
The appeal is its “hot springs,” shallow ponds formed by erosion in the limestone reef,
their waters heated by the sun and high in salt content from evaporation. Tokunoshima
does not have any natural hot springs, making these warm salt ponds a welcome
alternative. People believe in the natural healing properties of these baths and come

here from all over the island for a rejuvenating soak.

Geological Curiosities

The limestone cliffs, formed from uplifted coral, rise some 100 meters above a rugged
beach landscape of rocks, many eroded into fantastic shapes. Rainfall filters down

from the higher elevations through the porous limestone, riddling it with caves and
underground streams. At beach level, about 100 meters to the left of the end of the trail,
is a 30-meter-high waterfall, its exposed stalactites offering a glimpse of its

underground origins.

The Descent to the Beach

Adventurous visitors who wish to hike the 400-meter trail down to the beach do so at
their own risk. The slope is steep, though there are ropes to assist navigating the most
difficult spots. In several places, streams flow over the rocks on the trail, which can
make them slippery and potentially hazardous. If you plan to hike this trail, please

make sure you have suitable footwear and clothing, and are well hydrated.
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Kurago Cave

The entrance to Kurago, a cave in Kojima village, is just ahead, through the metal gate
set into the rock face. The natural erosive flow of rainwater from higher altitudes has
left the limestone plateau riddled with underground springs like the one that flows
through this cave. In the past, nearby villagers would use the spring at the cave mouth
to draw fresh water. At New Years, the villagers would draw wakamizu, or “young

water”’—what they called the first flow of the year.

The Route

The cave is approximately 600 meters long, with the far end opening onto the coastal
reef area. The passage is marked by unusual rock formations, stalactites, stalagmites,
and stone pillars. About 100 meters into the cave is Kurago Falls, a 10-meter-high
waterfall with a steady flow cascading into a subterranean pond all year round. Beyond
the waterfall, the cave continues toward the sea, but the passage is more challenging,
with areas of thigh-deep water and low ceilings. Though the cave ends with an
opening onto a coastal cliff with a view of the sea, there is no trail beyond, and cavers

must return by the same route.

Cautions for Cave Explorers

This cave is recommended for the more adventurous cavers, who traverse it at their
own risk. At one time, the path was clearly marked and maintained, but some sections
are now submerged and less visible. There are no working lights, so carry your own

light source and a backup.
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Maezato Residence, Agon Village

This beautifully restored building is the ancestral home of the Taira clan, a prominent
Agon village family. Their lineage stretches back many generations to the latter part of
the Edo period (1603—1867). Family members living here held positions as township
and island administrators following the transfer of rule from the Ryukyu Kingdom of
Okinawa to the Satsuma domain of Kyushu. As the administrative center of the area,
Agon prospered. After the island became part of Japan at the beginning of the Meiji
era (1868—1912), several members of the family continued to play important roles in

local government.

The Restoration
Built in 1931, Maezato Residence is a symbol of the village’s historical prestige. It has
been lovingly restored, preserving as much of its character as possible, and is now

used as a social gathering place.

A Mix of Cultures

Note the elegant stone bridge in the garden, and the stacks of tiles used in the
restoration that are piled behind the far end of the house. The massive banyan tree that
stretches over the back of the grounds from a neighboring site is said to be over 300
years old. The combination of intricate Ryukyuan stone walls and an architectural
style inspired by mainland Japan reflects the historically important blend of these two

cultures.
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Shikaura Gorge

The 157-meter-long Arafuku Bridge spans the Shikaura River where it carved out an
impressive gorge from Tokunoshima’s limestone plateau over countless millennia. The
river originates from Mt. Inutabudake in the island’s interior, and eventually flows into
the sea 6 kilometers downriver at the fishing port of Shikaura. The sides of Shikaura
Gorge rise some 100 meters above the valley floor at their highest point. Constructed
in 1995, the bridge offers a rare bird’s-eye view of the gorge and the canopy of almost

untouched forest.

Escaping Isolation

Before this and two other bridges were built, people living in the area were forced to
climb down the steep forested slope and up the other side to reach neighboring
communities. Before the introduction of buses, children had to walk for three hours
each way to attend school. The bridges have had a huge impact on this part of the

island by providing easier access to other areas.

Past Glories
Sitting at the mouth of the river, Shikaura was once a lively port town that thrived on
the business of exporting sugarcane. Over time, however, it lost its prominence to

other ports, and there is little left to recall its former prosperity.
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Izumi Horo Memorial

This memorial statue overlooking the town of Isen pays tribute to Izumi Horo, who
rose from humble beginnings to have a major impact on the history of Tokunoshima

and the other Amami islands.

Harsh Post-WWII Conditions

The history of the Amami Islands is dominated by political struggles between the
Ryukyu Kingdom (1429-1879) and Japanese feudal powers on the island of Kyushu.
Although the islands officially became part of Japan at the beginning of the Meiji era
(1868-1912), the end of World War II in 1945 found them once more at the mercy of
outside forces, this time under the U.S. military. While the Occupation ended for most
of Japan in 1952, the entire Ryukyu archipelago, including Okinawa and the Amami
Islands, remained under U.S. control. The residents of Amami suffered from

restrictions on the movement of people, goods, and money.

Izumi Wins the Struggle

Izumi Horo was born on March 18, 1905. After a successful career as a schoolteacher,
a poet, and a publishing company executive, in 1950 he became active in the
movement to return the Amami Islands to Japanese sovereignty. As chairman of the
Great Japan Reversion Council and mayor of Naze, he led efforts to return the islands
to Japan, filing appeals and organizing protests, petitions, and fasts—even meeting the
U.S. ambassador to plead the islanders’ case. Thanks to his remarkable campaign, the
Amami Islands were returned to Japanese administration on December 25, 1953,
though Okinawa was not returned until 1972. He is fondly remembered as the “father”

of the Amami Islands’ early return to Japan.
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Ginayama Forest

Along with Myogan Forest to the west, Ginayama Forest stands as a remarkable
remnant of the original rainforest that once blanketed this part of the island before
widespread clearing and cultivation diminished its expanse. The area’s religious
significance shielded it from human interference, and some 14 hectares of the forest
are now part of the National Parks system. This subtropical rainforest flourishes on
topsoil that overlays coarse Ryukyu limestone, providing a habitat for abundant
wildlife under a towering canopy of Amami arakashi, a variety of Japanese blue oak

(Quercus glauca).

The Trail

Hiking this trail is a chance to experience the rare ecosystem of an old-growth forest,
including the striking presence of large banyan trees, also known as strangler figs. The
forest is nourished by a network of springs that permeate the limestone and sometimes
surface along the trail, where they provide homes for frogs, insects, and other animals.
The overgrown trenches barely recognizable in some areas are remnants of World War

II, when the Japanese military built defensive positions here.

Religious Significance

Since ancient times, the indigenous people of Tokunoshima have venerated deities in
the natural world. Several sacred places dedicated to the god of water are located in
this forest, while others are sacred places associated with “wind tombs,” a practice in

which corpses were laid to rest in caves.
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Ginryudo Cave

The entrance to Ginryudo, a cave in Kenbuku village, is down the path just beyond the
rustic torii gate. It is one of many caves on the island created by acidic water eating
away at the limestone over centuries. Just to the right, after the slope down to the
entrance, is a hole where a stream of water plunges out of sight, a dramatic example of
the stream-riddled geological makeup of this island. The cave is a single passage about
200 meters long that follows an underground stream and ranges between 2 and 5

meters in height and width. The passage ends at a subterranean pond.

Sacred Shrine

Inside the cave, on a stalactite platform on the left side of the passage about 100

meters along the route, is a shrine dedicated to the ujigami, the village’s guardian deity,
which is related to the god Hachiman, a revered Shinto figure. Prayers are still made at

this site, the reason for the torii gate near the entrance.

Cautions for Cave Explorers

Visitors enter the cave at their own risk. In the 1960s, this was a popular tourist spot,
but business dwindled in the following years, and it now appeals to the more
adventurous. Although the route is relatively easy to follow, the path is frequently wet
and can be slippery. There are no working lights; cavers should carry their own light

source and backup.
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Arata Shrine

This shrine is situated on a sacred place of worship related to the ancient indigenous
religion. In the past, the entire forest in the area was regarded as sacred. Today, the site
enshrines a deity that is venerated as a god of fertility and easy childbirth. Arata
Shrine’s powers are highly regarded among the people of Tokunoshima, which boasts
the highest childbirth rate in Japan and has been called the “Island of Treasured
Children.”

Praying for Fertility

The town of Isen has the highest birth rate on Tokunoshima, a fact that attracts couples
who are eager to have more children. In the past, worshipers would bring sand from

Kinenbama Beach to place on the stone shelf where a phallic sculpture once stood, just
to the left of the Arata Shrine sanctuary. Word of the shrine’s benefits gradually spread

among islanders and other visitors.
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Agon Valley

This valley is one of two deep river canyons that separated Agon village from the rest
of the island until modern bridges were built. (The other is Shikaura Gorge.) The Agon
River runs over 5 kilometers, passing through the village and down this valley, before
cascading over the Agon Waterfall and flowing into the sea. In the mid-twentieth
century, a factory here processed camphor wood chips for use as a fragrance and insect
repellent. It has since closed down, and the forest has reclaimed the site. Today, the
area is preserved as part of Japan’s National Parks system for its unusual vegetation
and abundant animal life. It features groves of Formosa palm, a flowering evergreen
that resembles some prehistoric plants, and colorful birds such as the Ryukyu

kingfisher.

An Adventurous Commute

About halfway down the road on the left are the overgrown ruins of a concrete
aqueduct. Built in the 1960s and 70s, its official purpose was to transport fresh water
down the Agon Valley to neighboring villages. Resourceful middle-school students
were known to walk along its narrow sides, using it as a precarious shortcut on their

long climb up the valley to school.
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Myogan Forest

This old-growth forest is made up predominantly of Amami arakashi, a variety of
Japanese blue oak (Quercus glauca). The species is endemic to Tokunoshima Island
and thrives in shallow topsoil on an uplifted limestone rock plateau. Japanese blue oak
trees have historically been cultivated and harvested for their excellent timber.
Myogan Forest, however, has remained in a rare natural state thanks to its long history
as a spiritual site. It was known as a place for fusobo, or “wind tombs,” an ancient
burial practice where bodies were left in caves to decompose. The forest is also linked
to the presence of noro, influential women who served as powerful administrators of
the Ryukyu Kingdom (1429-1879), but who also played crucial roles in religious
functions. Recognizing its ecological importance and cultural value, the park was

designated a National Natural Monument in 2012.

Trail Details

The trail through this forest covers approximately 700 meters at a mostly gentle incline,
though there are sections of steps to climb. Just off the trail about 200 meters from the
trailhead is a shallow cave with the remains of urns. This was historically used as a
funeral site, and is believed to date back to the Edo period (1603—1867). Along the

trail are several prayer spots, marked by distinctive natural formations of rocks and

trees.

Trail Tips
As on all nature walks on this island, keep an eye out for the venomous habu viper
endemic to the Ryukyu Islands. Hikers are advised to sweep any overgrown areas on

the trail with a walking stick and make noise to alert the snakes to your presence.
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Please leave the forest the way you found it, respecting its natural beauty and religious

heritage.
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Izumi Shigechiyo Memorial

This bronze statue pays tribute to Izumi Shigechiyo, a notable Isen native who once
lived here. Izumi was recognized by Guinness World Records as the world’s oldest
person in 1979. He claimed to have been born in 1865, which would have made him
120 years old at the time of his death in 1986. Doubts about his actual age emerged

later, though he remained a revered figure on the island and beyond.

A Local Celebrity

While Izumi Shigechiyo was alive, politicians, film stars, sports figures, and other
celebrities from all over Japan visited Isen to pay their respects. Izumi was known for
never turning anyone away, regardless of who they were. He regaled visitors with his
life story, starting from his early days working with draft animals at a sugar mill in
1872, and enjoyed drinking kokuto (brown sugar) shochu, a popular island liquor, with
his guests. He lived through the terms of 71 Japanese prime ministers, and attributed
his longevity to “the gods, Buddha, and ancestors.” Despite the questions surrounding
his age, [zumi left a lasting legacy on Tokunoshima as a symbol of the island’s

reputation for long and healthy living.
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Mt. Inutabudake

This is the trailhead for the route that crosses the peak of Mt. Inutabudake (417 m), the
highest mountain in Isen township. The route to the peak and the descent on the other
side covers approximately 4 kilometers. The trail can be strenuous in parts, and there
are few views of the surrounding landscape. But hikers can experience subtropical
forests dominated by evergreen broadleaf trees, such as chinquapin (Castanopsis
sieboldii) and Amami arakashi, a variety of Japanese blue oak (Quercus glauca).
Many rare and endemic species of plants and animals inhabit this forest, including the
Tokunoshima ebine, a type of wild orchid. The rare Amami rabbit was thought to have
disappeared from this part of the island, but a motion-sensor camera recently captured

photos of the rabbit on the slopes of this mountain.

Ancient Petroglyphs

A few rocks near the peak of the mountain are marked by petroglyphs of bows and
arrows. Although no scientific dating of these carvings has been done, other areas
excavated on the island have produced earthenware and other artifacts dating from the
late Jomon period (10,000—300 BCE). This area is the only place in the town of Isen
that is registered as part of the Natural World Heritage site that also encompasses the

islands of Amami-Oshima, Iriomote, and part of Okinawa.

Safe Hiking

As with all nature walks on this island, keep an eye out for the venomous habu viper.
Hikers are advised to sweep any overgrown areas on the trail with a walking stick and
make noise to alert the snakes to your presence. Please leave the trail and the mountain

the way you found it.
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Seta Seaside Park

Welcome to Seta Seaside Park. This location was once a port for seagoing ships that
plied the inter-island waters until the opening of Shikaura Port. Today this public park
offers a variety of facilities for local residents and visitors to enjoy a typical
Tokunoshima coastal reef. The highlight of the park is the natural coral reef area that
has been carved out to form a swimming “pool” just off the beach. The pool’s depth
ranges from 50 to 100 centimeters. It is protected from the waves and jellyfish, making
it safe for all ages. Showers, changing rooms, and restrooms are located in the building
on the left side of the park. The picnic tables are open to the public, and the barbecue
pits can be reserved by contacting the Isen Town Kyuramachi Tourism Division:
phone 0997-86-3133.
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Pillow Lava

The dark green rocks along the road here are pillow lava formations, formed about 100
million years ago. Geologists believe that the bulbous, usually spherical lobes of
pillow lava can only form in the deep sea, where the lava flow is halted by low
temperatures and high water pressure. They are created when lava from a volcanic
eruption breaks through the hardened surface of the sea floor and oozes out like paste
squeezed from a tube, then forms a crust as it quickly cools. The process repeats itself
to produce steep mounds of pillow-like rock formations like this one, which gradually
rise from the ocean floor as tectonic plates collide. The pillow lava formations here,
100 meters above sea level, are vivid testimony to the power of the geological forces

that created this part of Tokunoshima Island.
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Kinenbama Beach

This wide, secluded white-sand beach facing the broad reef and emerald waters of the
island’s Pacific coast is considered one of the most beautiful beaches on Tokunoshima.
It stretches for 2 kilometers and is a popular spot that offers a number of facilities for
beach activities. The evergreen casuarina groves that line the beach offer shade and a
windbreak, and the fallen needles are soft underfoot. The shallow waters of the coral
reef are ideal for swimming and snorkeling, and beachcombers will enjoy discovering
sea glass, star sand, and crabs and other sea creatures on their walks. Don’t be
surprised to see someone out on the sand with a huge bull; the animals are walked on
the beach as training for the togyu bull sumo matches held on the island. Because the

beach faces east, early risers can catch the sunrise over the sea.

Beach Facilities
Beach facilities are marked on the map: toilets, showers, and simple huts for
picnicking or resting in the shade, as well as bungalows and a campsite for visitors

looking for overnight accommodations.
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