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Overview of Naegi Castle Site

Naegi Castle was built in 1526 by Toyama Masatoshi (dates unknown), whose family
had served as local administrators of shogunal estates since the fourteenth century
(Kamakura period). The sixteenth century was a time of fierce rivalries among the
powerful warlords of the surrounding region, and Mt. Takamori, with its steep, rocky

terrain, made the Toyama fortress highly defensible.

The Toyama formed relations by marriage with the Oda family of Owari province
to the south as well as with the powerful Takeda family of Kai province to the east.
From their seat at Naegi castle, they managed to maintain their family line through the
tumultuous sixteenth century and, after a brief interim, on into the subsequent Edo
period (1603—1867). The castle was occupied by the Toyama family for 270 years
until 1871. The newly established Meiji government, which embarked on a policy of
rapid modernization from 1868 onward, viewed castles as symbols of the past. Naegi

Castle was one of the many castles abandoned and dismantled at that time.

The castle site is located on the north bank of the Kiso River. In the past, the river
acted as a partial moat, affording defenders yet another level of protection. In addition
to the surviving stone retaining walls, the castle once had gates, watchtowers,
enclosures, and the main keep at the top. Today, the supports of the Castle Observation
Tower are based in postholes in the rock made to construct the original main keep

overlooking the Nakatsugawa area.

In 1981, the castle was designated a National Historic Site, and in 2017, it was

recognized by the Japan Castle Foundation as one of the great castles of Japan.
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What to See at the Naegi Castle Site

The castle stands on a natural outcrop of gigantic boulders and commands a 360-
degree view of the surrounding territory. The retaining walls in various styles of
stonework that can be seen on the mountain were skillfully built among existing rocks

and boulders to support the approach and castle structures.

The main gate of the castle is located at the foot of the mountain on the north bank
of the Kiso River. A steep path with 48 sharp turns leads to the top of the mountain
from the main gate. The main keep (tenshu) of the castle stood on the summit, and

other gates and buildings originally stood along the path.

1. Site of foot soldier headquarters

There were several buildings at the base of the mountain where foot soldiers would
stop to report for duty before entering the castle. Foot soldiers were the lowest-ranking
samurai and typically fought on the front lines during battles. The original buildings

included a captain’s office and facilities for training.

2. Site of Oyagura Tower

A three-story watchtower was built here in the mid-seventeenth century. It was the
largest watchtower in the castle complex. The stone walls enclosing the first floor,
which was mainly used for storage, remain standing. Loopholes in the walls were used

in defense of the north side of the castle.




3. Site of the second enclosure
The ninomaru enclosure (secondary circle of defense) was the location of the Toyama

family residence and had rooms for retainers to assemble in.

4. Site of the Sengoku well
Despite its high elevation on the mountain near the main keep, this well is known as
never having gone dry, even in the worst drought. Its name, “one thousand stones,”

derives from the reputation it has held as a well that could provide water for “a

thousand” (that is, “many”) people. Clean water can still be drawn from the well today.

5. Site of the weapons storehouse
This storehouse was primarily used to store guns and bows. Most of the foundation

and edging stones under the eaves remain as they once were.

6. Site of the Kasagiyagura Tower
A three-story watchtower stood on this site on the west side of the honmaru (main
enclosure). Note that the structure would have been built on top of a group of huge

boulders. It commands a fine view of Mt. Kasagi to the west.

7. The main keep

The main keep of the castle was built on a series of support pillars directly atop two
colossal boulders at the mountain’s summit. Its original dimensions were 9 meters
wide by 11 meters long. The keep was designed to appear on the outside as three-
stories high to deceive enemies. On the inside, however, the true dimensions of the

bottom two levels made them too small to be occupied.

8. Horse-Washing Boulder (The Uma Arai Iwa)

According to castle legend, after an enemy attacked and cut off the water supply, a
horse was led atop this rock (about 45 meters in circumference) and washed with rice
to deceive the enemy into believing that the occupants of the castle still had plenty of

water.
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Naegi Castle History and the Toyama Family

Naegi Castle was the stronghold of the Toyama family until Naegi domain (part of
present-day southern Gifu Prefecture) was abolished in the aftermath of the Meiji
Restoration of 1868. The original surname of the family was Kato, and they traced
their line back to Kato Kagekado (1156—-1221), a retainer of Minamoto no Yoritomo
(1147-1199), founder of the Kamakura shogunate. In 1195, the family changed their
surname to Toyama in honor of Mt. Ena, a towering 2,191-meter peak to the south of
Nakatsugawa City. At the time, the peak was called Toyama, meaning “distant
mountain.” In 1526, the family chose Mt. Takamori as their castle site, the better to
control the Kiso and Hida areas at a pivotal location on the Kiso River and the

Nakasendo highway, as well as expand their influence in eastern Mino Province.

Surviving in a time of war

In 1526, Toyama Masatoshi established Naegi Castle as the administrative center of
Naegi domain. Close ties between the Oda and Toyama families meant that Naegi
Castle was considered an important defense against the rival Takeda family of Kai
Province (present-day Yamanashi Prefecture).

Oda Nobunaga (1534-1582) was the first of “three unifiers” who brought about
the end of the Sengoku (Warring States) period (1467—1568). After Nobunaga was
killed at Honnoji Temple in Kyoto by a trusted general, Akechi Mitsuhide (1528—
1582), Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537—1598) began jockeying to succeed Nobunaga as
unifier of the realm. The Toyama family, which did not swear allegiance to Hideyoshi,
were forced to flee their castle by Hideyoshi’s general, Mori Nagayoshi (1558-1584).

The Mori family made Kawajiri Hidenaga their castellan and the Toyama family
fled, allying themselves with Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543—-1616) in Owari Province.
Ieyasu would eventually challenge Hideyoshi and his allies in the Battle of Sekigahara




in 1600 and complete the unification of the country. Just before that, leyasu sent
Toyama Tomomasa, the head of the family, to retake Naegi Castle and the former
Toyama territory. Castellan Kawajiri was killed at the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600,
and after leyasu emerged victorious, Naegi Castle and the domain were awarded to
Tomomasa. Thereafter, twelve generations of the Toyama family ruled Naegi domain

until the change of regimes led to their removal from power in 1871.

Ruling in a time of peace
In the peaceful Edo period, many mountaintop castles were abandoned in favor of
more accessible castles on plains. The Toyama family resisted this temptation to move
and kept the castle their family had built over generations. During the Edo period
(1603-1867), Nakatsugawa was a major transportation hub. It was next to the Kiso
River and was the 45th post station on the Nakasendo, one of five main highways that
connected Edo (modern-day Tokyo) to Kyoto. The domain was strategically important,
as it controlled both the land and river routes between Owari and Mino Province.
Naegi was one of the smallest domain to have a castle and was valued at a
relatively modest 10,000 koku (approx. 50,000 bushels) of rice produced annually.
Koku was a unit for measuring rice and was used to determine land value for taxation
under the Tokugawa shogunate. One koku (roughly equivalent to five bushels of rice)

was theoretically enough rice to feed one person for a year.

The end of an era

As one of the poorest domains, Naegi faced a difficult financial situation and struggled
to grow enough rice to support itself. When the castle was dismantled in 1871, the
timber and other items of value were auctioned to help pay off the domain’s

accumulated debts.
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Naegi Castle Site: The Legend of the Red-Walled Castle

Many castle keeps during the Edo period (1603—-1867) had walls coated with white
plaster for aesthetic reasons and to serve as a fire retardant. Naegi Castle, however,
was known as the “red-walled castle” (Akakabejo) from the color of the exposed clay
used to cover its walls. None of those walls have been preserved today to recall its

former image.

The name comes with a legend. As the story goes, the red clay walls of the castle
were originally coated with white plaster. One night, a violent storm blew in and raged
all night long. The next morning, the occupants of the castle woke to find the white
plaster of the walls had been stripped away, revealing the red clay beneath. After that,
the walls were plastered over again, even more thickly, making it a white-walled castle
once more. However, black clouds returned, and rain beat the castle while thunder
crashed. A dragon emerged from the Kiso River at the foot of the castle and wrapped
itself around the fortress, scraping off the white plaster with its talons. After the dragon

withdrew, it was decided that the red clay walls would be left as they were.

In reality, this story may have been made up to hide the fact that the Toyama

family could not afford to plaster the walls due to tight finances.
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Seasonal Highlights at Naegi Castle Site

The trails leading up to the site of the main keep provide sweeping panoramas of the
Kiso River, Mt. Ena (2,191 m), the Fujimidai Plateau (1,739 m), and extant sections of

the historic Nakasendo highway. Each season offers a distinct viewing experience.

In spring, approximately 700 cherry trees bloom in nearby Naegi Sakura Park,
covering the mountainside in pink blossoms from early to mid-April. In summer,
vibrant greenery stands out against the gray stone of the mountain and the stone

ramparts.

Autumn highlights include brilliant foliage in November, and in late autumn, a
thick morning mist rolls in from the Kiso River, making the castle appear to be
floating on a sea of clouds. Evoking ancient folktales, local residents call it “castle in
the mist” (Kasumigajo). On clear winter days, the rocky citadel cuts a bold silhouette
against snow-capped Mt. Ena and the mountains of Nagano Prefecture in the distance
to the north.
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Stone Walls of the Naegi Castle Ramparts

The outstanding characteristic of the castle complex is how it makes use of the natural
granite boulders of the mountain in conjunction with skillfully built stone walls. At
sites like the Oyagura Tower, the stone walls hug the natural rock formations beneath
them. Different parts of the complex present examples of the various stone wall
techniques used throughout the history of the castle. Postholes and indentations carved
into the large rocks show how the support struts of the gates and towers were

fashioned to fit into and grip the uneven surfaces.

Large stone walls have been a common feature of Japanese castles since the
Azuchi-Momoyama period (1573-1600). Until then, most castles were wooden

fortifications with earthen embankments and moats.

Four kinds of stone walls constructed in different time periods can be seen around

the castle grounds.

Nozura-zumi (fieldstone method)

In this method, natural fieldstones of various sizes are piled up to create a wall with a
mostly straight slope. This technique was often used during the Sengoku period (also
known as the Warring States period; 1467-1568), a time of constantly shifting
alliances and rivalries among local warlord-led families. Although the stonework may
seem unsophisticated, these types of stone walls are very durable. Good examples of

this method can be seen at Watagura Gate and Genkanguchimon Gate.

Uchikomi (roughly dressed stone walls)
A second type of wall is made by filling in the gaps between roughly dressed larger

16




stones with smaller ones. These walls have a curvilinear upward slope, gradually
growing steeper near the top. Examples can be seen at Kitamon Gate and Oyagura

Tower.

Kirikomi (finely dressed stone walls)

The third type is a smooth-faced stone wall made by finely dressing (kirikomi) the
stones with a chisel. This creates a neatly fitted stone wall without gaps. This
technique was common during the mid-Edo period; the Oyagura Tower and the main

keep provide good examples.

Tanizumi (diagonally stacked stone walls)

In the fourth method, roughly dressed facing stones are set diagonally, creating V-
shaped lines. The next row of stones are set into these Vs. This was a popular
technique that was also used in road construction until the Showa era (1926—1989).
These types of walls can be seen near the foot soldier headquarters and along the path

to the ninomaru (second enclosure).
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Scenic Views from Naegi Castle Site

The following sites are popular at the castle for their striking vistas.

1. Castle Observation Tower
The view south from the observation tower includes the city of Nakatsugawa, the Kiso
River, traces of the historic Nakasendo highway, and Mt. Ena, which was named one

of the 100 most famous mountains of Japan.

2. The Kasagiyagura Tower

This site where a watchtower once stood commands a view of Mt. Kasagi (1,128 m).

3. Monomiyagura Tower
This tower, which once stood on the cliff facing the Kiso River, commands a
panorama of the mountains around Nakatsugawa as well as the majestic Shiroyama

Ohashi Bridge, completed in 1984, which crosses the Kiso river just west of the castle.

4. Sengoku Well

The well is at the bottom of the path leading to the Castle Observation Tower. From
this spot, the Oyagura Tower, which is especially impressive in autumn when
surrounded by autumn foliage, can be seen to the west. The path continues to the right,

up to the site of the main keep (honmaru)
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5. Foot soldier Headquarters

One of the most popular places to view the castle is the foot soldier headquarters at the
base of the fortress. From there, visitors get an exceptional view of the mountain’s

summit where the main keep once stood, with Mt. Ena in the background.
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Naegi Toyama Historical Museum

The museum’s galleries display a wealth of artifacts from Naegi domain. The exhibits
trace the domain’s history from the Sengoku (Warring States) period (1467-1568) to
the Edo period (1603—1867) with particular emphasis on the Toyama family and the

12 successive lords of the domain.

Georama of Naegi Castle

This three-dimensional georama presents Naegi Castle as it appeared around the end of
the Edo period. It provides a detailed look at the various structures that once made up
the large castle complex and shows how the castle was laid out, with the Kiso River to

the south and the main keep at the summit of Mt. Takamori.

Kazafuki Gate

The Kazafuki Gate is the only original wooden structure of Naegi Castle that has been
preserved. It stood at the entry from the castle town to the outermost enclosure
(sannomaru). In the Edo period, the daimyo lords were required by the Tokugawa
shogunate to maintain a residence in Edo (now Tokyo), where they had to live every
other year and wait upon the shogun. The Kazafuki Gate was kept open when the

daimyo was residing in Naegi but was closed when he was staying in Edo.

Handwritten Letters from Tokugawa Hidetada
Two letters from second shogun Tokugawa Hidetada (1579—-1632) addressed to
Toyama Tomomasa have been preserved. The first letter thanks Tomomasa for a box

of dried chestnuts, a local sweet called kachi-guri. The character for kachi refers to the
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chestnuts having had their shells removed, but is a homonym for the word “winning”
in Japanese. They were often presented as gifts in times of war or as good-luck
talismans that would lead to victory in battle. The letters were received around the
time of the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600, when the army led by Tokugawa leyasu
(1543—1616) defeated that of Ishida Mitsunari (1560—1600), paving the way for
establishment of the Tokugawa shogunate. The second letter thanks Tomomasa for a

gift of summer robes.

Diary of a Daimyo Lord
The diary of the 12th Naegi lord, Toyama Tomoyoshi, provides a detailed account of
the daily life of a daimyo lord during the Edo period. The entries show how thoroughly

the lord’s daily life was regulated by various customs and duties.

Shooting Ranges

Within Naegi Castle, there were two shooting ranges to practice archery and riflery.
One was in the ninomaru (second enclosure), and one was in the honmaru (main
enclosure). The shooting range in the ninomaru was about 30 meters long and 15
meters wide. The area was also used for practicing swordsmanship, spear handling,

and marksmanship.

Drawing of Naegi Castle
This large-scale drawing of the castle was commissioned by Toyama Tomoyoshi in
1857. It is valuable for preserving the appearance of Naegi Castle in the late Edo

period.

Samurai Salaries
This panel describes the 323 retainers of Naegi domain in 1722. The retainers ranged
in rank from chief councilor to foot soldier. The lord paid his retainers stipends twice a

year; the amount depended on their status.

Taxes on the Farmers
This ledger documents the annual taxes paid by farmers in Naegi domain. The tax rate

varied according to village productivity. Villages with lower yields were taxed at 15
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percent and those with higher yields were taxed at 58 percent. The average rate was

about 29 percent.

A Period of Upheaval

The collapse of the Tokugawa shogunate was followed by a period of upheaval in
Naegi domain. The new Meiji government instituted reforms that abolished the
existing system of domains. The issuance of the order to separate Shinto and Buddhist

practice led, in Naegi domain, to a quite aggressive anti-Buddhist movement.

Naegi Domain and the Abolition of Buddhism

In 1870, Naegi domain implemented a policy of destroying or burning Buddhist
temples, statues, scriptures, and artifacts within its domain. This is thought to have
been due to the strong influence of the Hirata School of nativist thought (Kokugaku) in
the domain. The Meiji government promoted Shinto as the state religion, and its
policies inflamed anti-Buddhist sentiment across Japan. The second-floor exhibits
include broken statues of the bodhisattva Jizo and other Buddhist monuments that

were damaged during this period.
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Visitor Information for the Naegi Toyama Historical Museum

The museum opened in November 1990 with the objective of acquiring and displaying
materials of historical and cultural significance concerning the Toyama family, lords
of Naegi domain from the Sengoku (Warring States) period (1467—-1568) to the Edo
period (1603—-1867). It is located at the foot of the Naegi Castle site.

The museum’s exhibits on the first floor provide detailed information about the
history and culture of Naegi domain and Naegi Castle. They include a georama of the
castle and the frame and doors of the Kazafuki Gate, the only remaining original

wooden structure of the castle.

The second-floor theme centers on Naegi domain and Buddhism. The exhibits
trace changes in the perceptions and practice of Buddhism before and after the Meiji
Restoration of 1868.

The museum’s collection includes armor and weapons that were used by the
Toyama lords and archival materials related to Naegi Castle. About 10,000 items

related to the Toyama family, Naegi domain, and Naegi Castle are in the collection.
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The City of Nakatsugawa

Nakatsugawa flourished as a merchant town during the Edo period (1603—-1867).
Much of its traditional culture has been preserved, including one of its post stations
along the Nakasendo highway and a ji-kabuki playhouse called Kashimo Meijiza
Theater. Today, Naegi Castle and the Naegi Toyama Historical Museum are
Nakatsugawa’s top tourist attractions along with the post station area called

Nakatsugawa-juku.

Nakatsugawa-juku is a short 10-minute walk from JR Nakatsugawa Station. It was
a checkpoint on the Nakasendo highway that connected Edo (modern-day Tokyo) to
Kyoto during the Edo period. Most traces of the old highway have been lost, but a
section of the original road has been preserved in this historic district. The road is lined
with sake shops, confectionery stores, and restaurants housed in traditional wooden
buildings. Nakatsugawa also houses the Nakasendo Historical Museum, which
displays artifacts from the town’s rich history. The museum’s exhibits include
documents, wood-block prints, paintings, and other materials concerning the
Nakasendo.

Another highlight of the city is the Kashimo Meijiza Theater, which is used to
stage a form of local kabuki, called ji-kabuki, performed by amateur actors of the

community.

A popular scenic attraction can be found in Tsukechi Gorge. Waterfalls and clear
streams flow through its rugged and rocky terrain and lush foliage fills the valley with

color from spring through late autumn.
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Post Station Nakatsugawa-juku

Step back in time to the Edo period (1603—1867) with a walk through the historic
townscape of Nakatsugawa-juku. This town was the 45th of 69 post stations on the
Nakasendo highway. The Nakasendo, also known as the “Samurai Road,” was one of
five major highways that connected Edo (modern-day Tokyo) to Kyoto. Most of the
original walking paths have been lost, but in some areas, such as Nakatsugawa, parts

of the original road remain unchanged.

In the past, Nakatsugawa prospered as a key junction close to the center of the
country. Nakatsugawa-juku still has wooden buildings preserved from the Edo period,
including the Soga House (formerly the village mayor’s house). Architectural features,
like roofs with raised edges to stop fires from spreading, reflect its wealth and status as

one of the premier towns in the Tono region (southeastern part of Gifu Prefecture).

A walking tour through the backstreets and narrow alleys of Nakatsugawa-juku allows

visitors to experience the sights of the original Nakasendo.

The walking tour also includes a visit to Hazama Shuzo, a local sake brewery, and
a Japanese sweet shop that serves a local chestnut confection called kurikinton.
Arrangements can also be made to visit other historical buildings in the area, such as

the wakihonjin (an inn for high-ranking travelers).
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Kabuki Community Theater (Ji-Kabuki)

The phrase ji-kabuki literally means “local kabuki” and is performed by amateur actors
in communities outside the formal kabuki theater circuit. The practice developed in

conjunction with the rise of kabuki’s popularity.

The Spread of Local Kabuki

Kabuki is a traditional performing art that originated in populous areas during the
seventeenth century. It is known for its colorful costumes, makeup, and dramatic
performances, which combine acting, dancing, and music. It was often performed in
Edo (now Tokyo), Osaka, and Kyoto. As its popularity spread during the Edo period
(1603—-1867), rural communities began inviting famous kabuki actors to perform for
them as well. Inspired by these professional performances and their love of kabuki,
many smaller communities launched their own theaters, and ji-kabuki was born.
Rather than watch other people perform, the townspeople and farmers wanted to

appear on stage themselves.

The Birth of Ji-kabuki

Ji-kabuki took root in the Tono region (the southeastern part of Gifu Prefecture),
particularly in Nakatsugawa. Many ji-kabuki playhouses were built and flourished in
the city. In fact, the popularity of ji-kabuki reached such a fever pitch that the
Tokugawa government banned performances in some areas to stop it from distracting

townspeople and farmers from their work.
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Strong Community Spirit

Ji-kabuki is a way for communities to celebrate their culture and work together by
taking on various roles to put on a show. These include actors, musicians, and
stagehands. The performances help keep the traditions of kabuki alive and allow
people from different backgrounds to participate in and enjoy this unique form of

theater.

A key part of ji-kabuki is the interaction between the actors and spectators. Grateful
patrons throw ohineri (coins wrapped in paper) and cheer on the actors, encouraging
energetic performances. The shared nature of the experience creates a sense of unity

for all parties involved.

Ji-kabuki Playhouses in Nakatsugawa

There are currently three playhouses in the area keeping this rare art form alive. One is
the Kashimo Meijiza Theater. This theater-style playhouse built by volunteers in 1894
is in the small farming village of Kashimo. Visitors can go behind the scenes to learn
the secrets behind ji-kabuki performances and explore the building, from the main hall
to the basement, where the revolving stage is operated. The colorful back curtains of
the theater were a founding gift from the women of the village and are dyed with their

family names.

Currently there are only around 200 groups that continue to preserve ji-kabuki in Japan.
Thirty of them can be found in Gifu Prefecture, making it the most active region for ji-
kabuki in the country. In 1972, the Kashimo Meijiza Theater was designated an
Important Tangible Folk Cultural Property of Gifu Prefecture.
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Traditional Kurikinton Chestnut Sweet

Nakatsugawa is said to be the birthplace of kurikinton, a Japanese chestnut sweet. The
town takes great pride in this popular autumn treat, which is made using chestnuts
collected in the foothills of mountains near the city. Recipes differ between shops
specializing in Japanese sweets (wagashi), and each version offers a unique flavor and

texture.

Different Types of Kurikinton

There are two different types of kurikinton. One is a sweet, sticky version that is
served as part of traditional Japanese New Year dishes osechi ryori) and the other is a
sweet paste that originated in Nakatsugawa. The kurikinton served at New Year’s is

typically sweet-simmered chestnuts coated in sweet potato paste.

The sweet paste confection served in Nakatsugawa is made by boiling or steaming
fresh chestnuts until tender. The softened chestnuts are then mashed and mixed with
sugar, which creates a sweet, smooth paste. This paste is shaped using a chakin tea
cloth or gauze cloth into small, bite-sized pieces that resemble chestnuts. The paste has
a smooth texture and subtle sweet taste that pairs well with the slightly bitter flavor of

Japanese green tea.

Origins and History of Kurikinton in Nakatsugawa

Nakatsugawa is known for its abundant harvest of chestnuts, which were often used to
make dishes and sweets. When the Nakasendo highway was built in the early Edo
period (1603—1867) to connect Edo (modern-day Tokyo) to Kyoto, many post stations
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were built along the route to provide accommodations for those passing through, and
Nakatsugawa-juku was the 45th post station. The tea shops at the post stations near
Nakatsugawa mashed up chestnuts to make sweets to serve with tea to weary travelers

and are credited as the first places to sell kurikinton.

Around 1900, kurikinton started to appear in specialized sweet shops around
Nakatsugawa. Today the area is home to many long-established stores selling this
local confection, including Suya and Kawakamiya. A stone monument was built in

front of Nakatsugawa Station to honor the city’s history as the birthplace of kurikinton.
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Onsen Tank System

Gero Onsen is one of Japan’s leading hot spring towns. Its popularity became well-
established in the 1960s when visitor numbers surged as the postwar economy
flourished. Many new hot spring accommodations opened during that era, and
individual establishments each tapped a separate hot spring source. This rapidly
depleted the waters and led to concerns about sustainability. A conservation

association was formed in 1969 to investigate the issue and find a solution.

Since 1974, the city of Gero has managed its hot springs through a centralized tank
system. There are seven separate tanks in operation, each with a capacity of 200 to 300
tons. The entire system has more than 10,000 meters of piping and draws from 12 hot
spring sources. Collectively, the tanks provide up to 3,400 liters of water per minute
for commercial and private usage. This is a dramatic reduction in water usage
compared to 1970, when 42 sources were tapped to pump more than 7,150 liters per

minute.

For a small fee, individuals may visit the pump system at their local tank and obtain
water from the hot springs for household needs. On average, more than a hundred
residents make a trip to their nearest tank each day. The onsen tank system of Gero is
an example of sustainability consciousness and collective action to conserve natural

resources.
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Gero Onsen Shrine

Thermal waters spout from the mouth of a dragon sculpture at Gero Onsen Shrine,

symbolizing the abundant hot springs that feed Gero’s many baths. An annual festival
held at the shrine on October 8 honors the town’s hot springs and their history. As part
of the festivities, celebrants take to the streets in colorful outfits, including white egret

costumes and formal samurai attire.

Centuries ago, when the hot springs purportedly stopped flowing, Gero’s fortunes
were revived by a white egret (shirasagi) that was observed flying to the Hida River
every day. Curious townspeople went to investigate and discovered a new hot spring
source where the bird was bathing. The white egret is a common motif in Gero, and is

celebrated in the traditions of the shrine.

The shrine is located steps away from Shirasagi Bridge and the Hida River. It was
established in 1989 to express gratitude for the abundant hot springs that have earned
Gero its reputation, and to pray for the town’s continued prosperity. The shrine is
affiliated with Yudonosan Jinja, an ancient shrine with a sacred hot spring source in

Yamagata Prefecture.
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Hayashi Razan Statue

Hayashi Razan (1583-1657) was an influential supporter of Japan’s famous hot spring
towns of Gero (Gifu Prefecture), Arima (Hyogo Prefecture), and Kusatsu (Gunma
Prefecture). A statue of the Confucian scholar is located on Shirasagi Bridge in the
center of Gero, across the street from Gero Onsen Shrine. It depicts Hayashi in flowing

robes, surrounded by three monkeys.

Hayashi served the Tokugawa shogunate under several generations of shoguns,
beginning with Tokugawa leyasu (1543—-1616). He was a trusted advisor whose
influential writings included philosophical treatises and travelogues. Hayashi
designated Gero, Arima, and Kusatsu as the country’s three greatest hot spring towns,

which is often cited as one of the reasons for their enduring popularity.

The statue was erected in 1992 to commemorate more than 1.5 million annual visitors
to Gero, a milestone surpassed several years prior. A direct descendant of Hayashi
Razan, Hayashi Tomoo, was invited to the unveiling ceremony. Today, the statue
serves as a symbol of Gero’s long reputation as a popular travel destination. The
annual Onsen Thanksgiving Festival in early August pays tribute to Hayashi Razan
and Banri Shuku, a fifteenth-century poet and Zen priest whose statue is located near

Gero City Tourism & Cultural Center.
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Banri Shuku Statue

The oldest written record of Gero as a hot springs destination is attributed to the poet
and Zen priest Banri Shuku (b. 1428). Banri named Gero (Gifu Prefecture), Arima
(Hyogo Prefecture), and Kusatsu (Gunma Prefecture) as the greatest hot springs
destinations in Japan in his travelogue Baika Mujinzo. This work bolstered the

reputation of these towns and made them popular destinations for generations to come.

Banri was born in Omi Province, present-day Shiga Prefecture, next to Kyoto. He
spent much of his life training in various temples in Kyoto, Japan’s political and
cultural center at the time, and is known as one of the great literary figures of his time.
Banri later lived in Mino Province, in present-day southern Gifu. It is believed that he
visited Gero during this time and experienced the restorative properties of the waters
firsthand.

A statue was unveiled in his honor during the Gero Onsen Thanksgiving Festival on
August 3, 2015. The statue faces the Gero City Tourism & Cultural Center, where
visitors can obtain sightseeing information, rent bicycles, and enjoy a respite from
their activities around town. Banri Shuku and Hayashi Razan, a Confucian scholar
active in the seventeenth century, are both considered historical benefactors of Gero

Onsen and are thus honored during the annual Onsen Thanksgiving Festival.
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Charlie Chaplin Statue

A statue of Charlie Chaplin (1889-1977) is located on Shirasagi Bridge in the center
of Gero. The actor is depicted in a scene from The Kid (1921), seated with his arms

folded, in his signature hat and mustache, a sullen yet playful expression on his face.

Chaplin was an English actor, composer, and filmmaker who was a major silent
cinema star. His Japanese friend Kono Toraichi served as his chauffeur and secretary
for nearly 20 years and accompanied him on his first visit to Japan in 1932. Chaplin’s
films were wildly popular in Japan in the Taisho (1912-1926) and early Showa (1926—

1989) eras and even inspired Kabuki adaptations.

The Chaplin statue in Gero was sculpted by Willie Whitten, an employee of a
Hollywood special effects company. Chaplin seated against the mountainous backdrop
is at once familiar and strange, and provides a unique photo opportunity for passersby.
The statue was unveiled in November 2001 as part of a municipal initiative to inject

some movie magic into the streets of Gero.
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Tanokami Festival

For centuries, the residents of Gero have celebrated the arrival of spring with the
Tanokami Festival. Over the course of a week in February, they perform elaborate
worship rituals and dedicate dances to the Shinto deities of the harvest known as
Tanokami. Many of the ceremonies and events take place at Moriminashi Hachiman

Shrine, near the center of town. The festival culminates on February 14.

The pinnacle of the festival

Groups of celebrants wear domed hats covered with red and white paper decorations
called hanagasa and parade through the town on the morning of February 14. From
noon, the sanagasa teams join shrine officials and other groups at Gero Onsen Gassho
Village for ceremonies and lion dancing. Highlights include a purification ritual
(misogi) in which those with leading roles must bathe in the cold mid-February water

of a pond.

The events at Gassho Village are followed by a ceremonial procession to Moriminashi
Hachiman Shrine. The procession includes approximately 200 participants in
traditional festival attire and historic costume. There are breaks for more lion dancing

along the way.

At the shrine, the hanagasa groups perform dances of reverence for the deities. In
some, they are accompanied by taiko drums, traditional wind instruments, and singing.

In others, the dancers play the sasara, a percussion instrument made from bamboo.
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At the climax of the festival, spectators compete to catch hanagasa, bamboo
chopsticks, and red and white dango dumplings tossed into the crowd. It is said that if
you catch a hanagasa, you will be blessed with good health and prosperous business in
the coming year. Events draw to a close with the dancers leaving the grounds while

performing ritual movements mimicking rice sowing and harvesting.

The run-up to February 14

The Tanokami Festival officially begins on February 7 when a member of the
community is chosen to lead the festival that year. Ceremonial rites and rehearsals are
carried out to prepare for the main public event in the days following. On the night of
February 13, Moriminashi Hachiman Shrine hosts dances and other performances

leading up to a midnight purification ceremony.

Origins of the festival

The festival is believed to derive from a local form of dengaku, a type of music and
dance performed in agrarian communities in premodern Japan. The festival’s rituals
and celebrations are intended to ensure a bountiful harvest. It is also known as the
Hanagasa Festival because of the colorful hats worn by the dancers. The Tanokami

Festival is an Important Intangible Folk Cultural Property.
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Moriminashi Hachiman Shrine

Moriminashi Hachiman Shrine is believed to have been founded during the reign of
Emperor Nintoku in the fourth century CE. It enshrines Hachiman, a deity of archery
and war. The shrine has several cultural treasures including a set of carved wood
statuettes from the twelfth century. Numerous old-growth cedars grow on the grounds

as symbols of the shrine’s long history.

Cultural traditions and treasures

The shrine is the main venue of the Tanokami Festival, an annual citywide celebration
of thanks to the deities of the fields (fanokami). Every February 14, dancers, devotees,
and spectators gather at the shrine to pay homage to the traditions of Gero’s

agricultural past through dances and rituals.

One of the most treasured possessions held by the shrine is a set of wooden figurines
that were carved by artisans from Hida Province (present-day Gifu Prefecture) in the
twelfth century. These ten statuettes depict various deities and range from 30 to 60
centimeters in height. They are only displayed during festivals and on New Year’s Eve.

The statuettes are designated an Important Cultural Property.

A mikoshi, or sacred palanquin used for Shinto festivals, is stored near the main hall of
the shrine. The mikoshi was transported from Kyoto during the Edo period (1603—
1867). It weighs around 600 kilograms, and 16 people are needed to carry it.
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Near the main hall is a smaller shrine dedicated to Konpira Gongen, the deity of
merchant sailors. This shrine is constructed in the azekura architectural style and is
said to be modeled on the Shosoin Repository in Nara. Azekura is a traditional
Japanese construction style characterized by chamfered logs stacked log-cabin style to
form walls. In this method of construction, the wood expands and contracts in

response to humidity, helping to better preserve the building’s contents.

Cedar trees past and present
A pair of meoto sugi, or “husband and wife” cedar trees, once stood on the shrine
grounds, but only one of the trees remains. It has a 6.34-meter circumference and is

believed to be several hundred years old.

The shrine once had another famous cedar tree that was more than 2,000 years old.
This ancient cedar measured 13 meters in circumference and was considered one of the
six sights of Gero that inspired the name of Mutsumi Bridge (literally “six-view
bridge”) to the south. Unfortunately, the tree was partially destroyed by a fire in 1952
and eventually toppled in 1990. A young tree was planted in its stead, and a plaque

memorializes the original cedar.
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Noguchi Ujo Monuments of Gero

There are 14 monuments inscribed with poetry at popular landmarks and sightseeing
spots throughout Gero. These monuments were erected in honor of Noguchi Ujo
(1882—1945), a renowned poet and lyricist who wrote some of Japan’s most beloved

children’s songs.

Ujo (Noguchi’s pen name) visited Gero in 1938 and wrote a series of poems
expressing his fondness for the hot spring town. Each poem references local landmarks
and sightseeing spots, such as the famed ancient cedar tree of Moriminashi Hachiman

Shrine.

Several of the monuments are in Ujo Park. This lushly wooded area has paved walking
paths along a shallow river and offers respite from the busier commercial areas of the
onsen district. There is also a bust of the poet in the park. More monuments are located
near Gero Onsen Shrine, beside Mutsumi Bridge, in the train station plaza, at Gero

Onsen Gassho Village, and elsewhere.
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Onsenji Temple

At the top of 173 stone steps is Onsenji, a temple dedicated to Yakushi Nyorai, the
Buddha of healing and medicine. The temple is located near the center of Gero’s hot

spring district, and its grounds offer views over the town.

A white egret offers salvation

Gero has been famed for its hot springs for more than a thousand years. However, it is
said that the waters stopped flowing for a period in 1265. The revival of the hot
springs is attributed to a white egret that villagers noticed flying to the Hida River
every day. Upon following the bird, they discovered a new hot spring source where the
bird was bathing. The egret then took to the sky and landed on the branch of a pine
tree on the hillside where Onsenji now stands. Beneath the tree, the villagers
uncovered a statue of Yakushi Nyorai, the Buddha of medicine and healing, and
believed the deity had assumed the form of the white egret. Onsenji was established to

remember this legend and dedicated to Yakushi Nyorai.

Pilgrimages of healing

During the Edo period (1603—1867), up to 30,000 people a year visited Gero to bathe
in its famed waters. Today, a hot spring source still exists beneath the main hall of
Onsenji Temple. Water also flows from the Yakushi Nyorai statue near the main hall

and is said to have healing powers when applied to the body.

The temple retains many votive plaques from the Edo period, attesting to the hot

springs’ popularity. The plaques are called ema, on which visiting worshippers wrote
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their requests. Some of the pillars in the main hall have markings that appear to be
such prayers. It is thought that those who could not afford ema, which require a

donation, wrote their requests directly on the pillars.

Onsenji’s seasonal scenery

The grounds of Onsenji Temple are beautiful year-round, especially during autumn,
when the leaves turn vibrant hues of red and yellow. For a few weeks each November,
the temple holds a festival to celebrate the seasonal colors, illuminating maple trees in
the evening and allowing access to areas usually off-limits, such as the ornate lokaku

pavilion.
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Gero Onsen Gassho Village

The collection of historical thatched-roof houses at Gero Onsen Gassho Village
provides insight into rural life in the Edo period (1603—1867). This outdoor museum is
divided into two sections. Gassho no Sato has architectural and art exhibits focused on
regional heritage, while Saijiki no Mori is a forested hillside with walking paths, a

shrine, and a tea house.

A gateway into the past

The term gassho means “hands pressed together in prayer” and is used to describe the
steeply sloped thatched roofs designed to withstand heavy snowfall, such as those of
traditional farmhouses in present-day Gifu and Toyama Prefectures. Ten such
buildings are located in the Gassho no Sato section of the grounds, and provide a

window into the culture and lifestyles of rural communities during the Edo period.

The centerpiece of Gassho no Sato is the Odo House, a spacious nineteenth-century
home from Gifu’s Shirakawa-go Village. It was carefully dismantled, moved, and
reassembled in Gassho Village for preservation. The kitchen, workspaces, and storage
areas of the farmhouse have displays of agricultural instruments, woodworking tools,
and stands for silkworm cultivation. In many of the rooms, there are mannequins

dressed in period attire in work and leisure poses.

Craftsmanship and culture
Some facilities in Gassho no Sato exhibit local craftsmanship. The Enku Museum
displays the works of Enku (1632—1695), a Buddhist monk, poet, and sculptor famous
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for his wooden Buddhist statues. He is said to have completed 120,000 statues in his
lifetime. His work is distinctive for its simple, rough-hewn appearance and is
commonly associated with present-day Gifu Prefecture, where Enku lived. The

museum collection has around 30 of his works.

The Hida Workshop offers courses in pottery, papermaking, and other crafts, while the
Takehara Puppet Theater Memorial House has exhibits on the Japanese puppet theater
known as bunraku and the artistry of master puppeteer Horaoku Ichiro (1918-2004).

Rest and recreation

Gassho no Sato also includes the Gassho no Ashiyu outdoor footbath and the Kaeru no
Yakata rest area, where frog figurines and paraphernalia are on display. In the
Japanese language, the onomatopoeia for a frog’s croak is gero, and for this reason,
frogs have become associated with the town of Gero. Gassho no Sato has a restaurant
that serves local specialties such as charcoal-grilled amago trout, sardines, and ayu

sweetfish.

Across from the Gassho no Sato grounds is Saijiki no Mori. The hillside grounds are
covered with cherry and maple trees, and are especially beautiful in spring and autumn.
There is a tea house, a shrine, and a 175-meter-long roller slide in this part of the
outdoor museum complex. Gero Onsen Gassho Village is accessible from Gero Station,

taking approximately 20 minutes by foot or 5 minutes by car.
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Gero Furusato History Museum

A comprehensive collection of regional history is exhibited at the Gero Furusato
History Museum, from Jomon period (14,500-900 BCE) artifacts to narrative displays
about major twentieth-century events. The museum is adjacent to the Mineichigo
archaeological site, where excavations in the late 1960s uncovered many artifacts from
the ancient past. The site is now known as Jomon Park and has several reconstructed

pit dwellings that illustrate ancient lifestyles and architecture.

The Gero Furusato History Museum exhibits ancient relics like stone arrowheads and
awls. These are made of Yugamine rhyolite, nicknamed “Gero stone,” a type of gray
or black igneous rock that is the result of the eruption of Mt. Yugamine around
100,000 years ago. There are artifacts from Japan’s medieval history, such as bronze
adornments and a celadon jar found in the ruins of Sakurado Castle, believed to have
been built during the Muromachi period (1336—1573). More recent historical
documents and exhibits attest to the development of Gero Onsen as a hot springs

destination and the growth of the forestry industry in the region.

Admission to the Gero Furusato History Museum is free. Workshop experiences,

where visitors can try making Jomon-style pottery and accessories, require a fee.
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Mutsumi Bridge

Mutsumi Bridge is located south of Gero Station and spans the Hida River. The name
Mutsumi has a literal meaning of “six views” and refers to the famous sights of Gero

that were once visible from this vantage point:

e Mt. Kobo

e the evening glow over volcanic Mt. Yugamine, the source of Gero’s hot springs
e the great cedar tree at Moriminashi Hachiman Shrine

e the steam rising from Gero’s outdoor hot spring

e Mt. Nakane, nicknamed the Mt. Fuji of Gero

e the cherry blossoms of Onsenji Temple

The original suspension bridge built in 1923 was replaced by a bowstring truss bridge
shortly after Gero Station opened in 1930. The train station and bridge heralded a new
chapter in Gero’s history. For several decades, the bridge was the only direct route
from the train station to the onsen district. A pedestrian walkway was added in 1974.
In 2010, the Japan Society of Civil Engineers selected the bridge as an important
example of civil engineering heritage, citing its influence on Gero’s modern

development.
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The Stone Path of Hachiya-Toge Pass

In the middle of a forest teeming with birdlife, a secluded stone footpath is a reminder
of countless historical journeys over the Hachiya-Toge Pass. The 2-meter-wide and
80.4-meter-long stone-paved stretch is located in woodland in Gero’s Norimasa area.
It is a section of the historical Nanboku Kaido trail that connected Gero with the town

of Nakatsugawa, some 50 kilometers to the southeast.

The Nanboku Kaido (“north-south highway”’) was colloquially known as the
Kamakura Kaido because it conjoined with other routes going towards Kamakura, the
seat of shogunal power during the Kamakura period (1185-1333). This highway also
provided access to the Tosando Hida Branch Road, alternately known as the Hida
Kaido, a major trading route for rice, salt, fish, and other goods, running through
present-day Gero north to historic Etchu Province, part of present-day Toyama
Prefecture.

Hachiya-Toge Pass was used for centuries by both local officials and commoners. Flat
stones were laid to make the road traversable even during snow and heavy rains. It is

located approximately 10 minutes by car from Gero Station, off Prefectural Road 440.
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The Weeping Chestnut Trees of Takehara

Roughly 80 chestnut trees grow on a hillside in the Takehara area, south of the town of
Gero. The trees are unusual for their contorted, drooping branches. Their weeping
form was originally the result of a mutation, and the trees propagated naturally. The

oldest is believed to be around 300 years old.

It is said that there are only three or four such groves of naturally propagated weeping
chestnut trees in Japan. These include sites in neighboring Nagano Prefecture and in
Fukushima Prefecture in the northeastern region of Tohoku. The chestnut trees of
Takehara are beautiful throughout the year. In spring, they bloom with pink flowers; in

winter, the bare branches reveal their sculptural forms.
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Hakuunza Kabuki Theater

The rural Kadowasa district of Gero is the location of a historic playhouse for ji-kabuki,
grassroots Kabuki drama performed by amateur actors. The Hakuunza Kabuki Theater
is believed to have been established in 1890, and its well-preserved architecture is
typical of the Meiji era (1868—1912). A tour of the facility can be arranged with

advance reservation.

According to local lore, there was an open-air stage at the site in the Edo period
(1603—-1867). The Hakuunza Kabuki Theater is made of cypress wood and can
accommodate an audience of around 450 people. The stage has a painted backdrop
composed of six panels that can be rearranged for different scenes, and a manually
controlled circular revolving platform in the stage known as a mawari-butai. Hand-
painted posters of past performances and other materials can be viewed backstage

during a tour.

The tradition of ji-kabuki at Hakuunza continues, with annual performances on
November 2nd and 3rd. Women are allowed to perform in ji-kabuki, whereas
contemporary professional Kabuki is typically dominated by men, with specialized

actors called onnagata playing the female roles.

In 1978, the Hakuunza Kabuki Theater was designated a Tangible Folk Cultural
Property.
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Hooza Kabuki Theater

The first incarnation of the Hooza Kabuki Theater was an open-air stage located on the
grounds of the local Mimayano Hie Shrine. Kabuki theater was tremendously popular
in rural areas during the Edo period (1603—1867), as it was one of the few forms of
entertainment. Around 1827, the stage was dismantled and reconstructed in its present

location, and a permanent structure was eventually built around it.

The Hooza Kabuki Theater’s longevity can be attributed to the local community’s
passion for ji-kabuki, grassroots Kabuki performed by amateur actors. Performances
are held at the theater annually on May 3rd and 4th in conjunction with the festivals of
the neighboring Hie and Kumano Shrines. The theater can accommodate an audience

of around 600 people.

The Hooza Village Theater Preservation Society has managed the theater since its
formation in 1961. The Society is made up of amateur actors and theater enthusiasts.
In 1998, they put on a production of The Treasury of Loyal Retainers that was so
successful that the group traveled to perform in Osaka and Nagoya. The performance
was reprised in Paris, France and Salamanca, Spain in 2018. In addition to Kabuki, the
Society aims to train new generations of shamisen musicians, a traditional Japanese

stringed instrument, and the tayu, who narrate the story along with the action of the

play.
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Nawashiro Zakura

Two large cherry trees stand against a backdrop of evergreen forest in Wasa, a rural
area of Gero. These are the Nawashiro Zakura, believed to be more than four hundred
years old. Their springtime blossoms of pale pink are illuminated at night, casting their

reflection upon the flooded rice paddy nearby.

The term nawashiro denotes a seedbed for growing rice seedlings. The trees are thus
named because the villagers who lived in the area would begin their agricultural
preparations when the trees were in bloom. The Nawashiro Zakura are alternately
known as the Koyomi Zakura (“almanac cherry trees”) or the Yakushi-sama no Sakura,

in reference to Yakushi Nyorai, the Buddha of healing and medicine.

The Nawashiro Zakura blossoms draw thousands of visitors each year. The taller tree
measures 30 meters and is 4 meters in circumference; the smaller one is 25 meters

high and 3 meters around.
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Mt. Ontake

Mt. Ontake is the second highest volcano in Japan. It has an elevation of 3,067 meters
and is located at the border of Gifu and Nagano Prefectures. It is a popular destination
for hot springs and outdoor activities such as “shower climbing” and hiking. The
mountain is considered sacred and has a network of ancient pilgrimage trails known
collectively as the Ontake Kodo. The trails connect shrines and training grounds used

by mountain ascetics.

Mt. Ontake has long been revered in Shugendo, a Japanese faith centered on mountain
worship. Prior to the Edo period (1603—-1867), the mountain was an exclusive domain
for Shugendo ascetic practice and was off-limits to the general public. In the late
eighteenth century, two ascetics named Fukan and Kakumesi established climbing
routes to popularize the faith and encourage people to visit the mountain. These are
used today by hikers and Shugendo devotees and include sections of the ancient

pilgrimage paths.

Along the trails and all over the mountain are more than 20,000 stone monuments
called reijin-hi, or “spirit monuments.” According to the Mt. Ontake Shugendo faith,
people’s spirits are born from and return to the mountain, and these monuments are

erected to appease the spirits of the deceased and guide them back to Mt. Ontake.

One of several trailheads leading to the mountaintop is in the Nigorigo Onsen area of
Gero. From the trailhead, it takes around 3 and a half hours to reach the summit. The

route passes through a moss-covered coniferous forest that provides a habitat for
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squirrels, short-tailed weasels, and many other animals. As the trail rises into higher

elevations, the scenery includes wetlands and ponds and abundant alpine vegetation.
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Nigorigo Onsen Municipal Open-Air Bath

Nigorigo Onsen Municipal Open-Air Bath is a rustic garden hot spring in the foothills
of Mt. Ontake. Boulders around the bath accent the riverside setting, and the conifers,
maples, bamboo grass, and other plantings in the garden blend with the surrounding

vegetation.

Nigorigo Onsen was developed as a hot springs area in the late nineteenth century.
Nigori (lit., cloudy) alludes to the turbid appearance of the hot spring water that is a
result of the iron, calcium monosulfate, sodium, and magnesium it contains. Bathing
there is believed to soothe a number of physical ailments, including dry skin and poor

blood circulation.
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Gandate CIiff

Gandate Cliff is a rock formation of serrated stone in the Hida-Osaka countryside of
Gero. The cliff was formed 54,000 years ago by an eruption of Mt. Ontake. Lava from
the volcano, located 17 kilometers to the southeast, flowed to the area, eventually
cooling and hardening into the columnar joints that are still visible. Gandate measures

72 meters high and 120 meters wide.

A nearby observation deck offers a view of the formation and the surrounding
vegetation. Trees grow over much of the outcrop, effectively framing the sheer cliff
face. The view from the observation deck is particularly striking in autumn when the
leaves of the surrounding trees turn shades of red and orange. In the spring, blooms of

rose-gold pussy willow and Japanese witch hazel color the area.
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Mitsudaki Falls

Mitsudaki Falls is a three-tiered waterfall in Hida-Osaka in northern Gero. As water
passes over the falls, it drops a total of 22 meters. The middle tier has the largest drop
of 11 meters. In a rock face beside the middle tier, there is an alcove with a statue of
Fudo Myoo, a Buddhist deity worshiped by Shugendo mountain ascetics. According to
folk legend, the famed Buddhist monk and sculptor Enku (1632—1695) once meditated

here. The alcove is named “meditation rock™ (Zazen-iwa).

Mitsudaki is one of several scenic spots on a 5-kilometer loop trail through terrain
shaped by lava flows some 54,000 years ago. The trail begins and ends at Gandate
Park and passes basalt formations and numerous waterfalls. It takes 10 minutes to

reach Mitsudaki from the park. The full route takes around 3 hours to complete.
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Neonotaki Falls

Water cascades down the face of a 63-meter cliff into the river below at Neonotaki
Falls. It is one of more than 200 waterfalls in Gero’s Hida-Osaka district, the

topography of which was shaped by eruptions of Mt. Ontake around 54,000 years ago.

It takes roughly an hour to reach the falls via a 2.4-kilometer hiking trail. The course
passes Amadori Rock, a 150-meter-high cliff that was created when a lava flow
hardened. In the spring, house martins build their mud nests on the cliff face. Japanese

serow also inhabit the area around Neonotaki Falls.

The waterfall has been extolled for its beauty since the Edo period (1603—1867) and
memorialized in the paintings of artists such as Nukina Kaioku (1778-1863). Kaioku

was a renowned ink-wash artist with a style influenced by classic Chinese landscapes.
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Hida-Osaka Ecotourism

Lava flowing from an eruption of Mt. Ontake around 54,000 years ago hardened to
create the distinctive topography of the Hida-Osaka area of Gero. The area is filled
with lush forests, rocky gorges, and more than 200 waterfalls. Today, ecotourism

activities in Hida-Osaka allow travelers to explore the area safely with professional

guides who can share their knowledge of the landscape.

Hiking in springtime introduces visitors to flora such as white-flowering anise
magnolia and purple mitsuba tsutsuji azaleas. “Shower climbing” is a popular activity
in summer. Participants wade through rivers and scale waterfalls using specialized
equipment and wearing wet suits. In autumn, the red and gold foliage is especially

striking around Kannondaki Falls and in the forest of Harahaccho.

Snowshoe tours in winter offer a chance to explore the terrain of Hida-Osaka and
enjoy views of Mt. Ontake and the northern Japanese Alps. Some waterfalls freeze
over during the colder months and form striking curtains of blue and white icicles.
Ecotourism highlights the distinctive features of Hida-Osaka and its geological history

while conveying the importance of conservation.
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Water Fountains of Yuya and Shitajima Onsen

The outdoor drinking fountains of Yuya Onsen and Shitajima Onsen provide a
different way to experience Gero’s hot springs. Hot springs are generally thought of as
settings for bathing and relaxation, but some of the waters can be drunk safely. Some
traditional inns in the Hida-Osaka area of Gero use spring water for preparing dishes

such as boiled tofu, rice porridge, and shabu-shabu.

These two fountains are modest in size, with a spout over a basin and ladles nearby.
The water that gushes from the spouts is warm. It is naturally carbonated, and has a

metallic taste and a slightly brown tinge due to high levels of carbonic acid and iron.

People have bathed in the hot springs of Yuya Onsen for around 400 years, and
documents from the Edo period (1603—1867) mention that drinking the water can cure
digestive disorders and other ailments. The hot springs of Shitajima Onsen have a
history of approximately 300 years. The waters of these two areas are believed to be
beneficial when consumed in small quantities and are part of the folklore that

established Gero as a destination for healing and rejuvenation.
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Hidagawa Onsen Shimizunoyu

Hidagawa Onsen Shimizunoyu is a hot spring in the Hagiwara district of Gero. This
local government-supported facility was established to promote the health benefits of
hot springs and water-based exercise, especially for older people and those with
limited mobility. Health-conscious meals and activities that foster well-being for the

community are another core focus of its programs.

The onsen facilities

Some indoor baths are infused with medicinal herbs, while the outdoor baths have
scenic views in garden settings. Private baths can be reserved for families and groups.
There is a hot spring pool with massage jets intended to promote circulation and
metabolism. Aquatic exercise classes for children and adults introduce other ways to

benefit from activity in the water.

In addition to hot springs, the facility has a sauna, a foot bath, and a tatami-mat

relaxation room where visitors can rest after enjoying the pool or baths.

Healthy body, healthy mind

The onsen is part of the Minami Hida Health Promotion Center, a collection of
facilities where engaging with nature is promoted as a means to improve fitness and
well-being. The center is located on 250 hectares of forested land. Apart from health
awareness and education, there are gymnastics, acrobics, and yoga classes, as well as
cooking and craft lessons at the center. Walking trails through the wooded landscape

provide opportunities for birdwatching and “forest bathing,” the Japanese practice of
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relaxation through immersion in nature. Cottages with modern amenities are available

for overnight stays.

Dining and recreation at Shimizunoyu

Shimizunoyu serves light meals with local ingredients like Hida beef and tofu boiled
in hot-spring water, and has received local and national recognition for its health-
conscious cuisine. The holistic activities of the onsen, along with the experiences
available across the Minami Hida Health Promotion Center, emphasize the positive

influence of contact with nature on physical and mental health.
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Kuzu Hachimangu Shrine

Kuzu Hachimangu Shrine is said to trace its origins to the fourth century CE when it
was established to honor Emperor Ojin (believed to have reigned from 270-310). The

emperor is the divine spirit of the Shinto deity Hachiman.

The shrine’s main hall was built in 1412 and has a realistic carving of two Japanese
bush warblers on a frog-leg strut beneath the eaves. The worship hall was built in 1581.
Two fish carved on the eaves are known as “the carp that call water” and were placed
there to protect the site from fire. However, it is said that these carvings were so
powerful that they caused the nearby Mashita River to flood. Alarmed by this

phenomenon, the shrine had arrows carved next to the fish to restrict their power.

In mid-January, high school students from the area gather at Kuzu Hachimangu Shrine
for the annual Kawa Shizume no Gi, or “river-calming ceremony.” They don
traditional Japanese archery outfits and shoot arrows at a straw carp to pacify the river

and ensure a bountiful haul for local fishermen.

Kuzu Hachimangu Shrine preserves many cultural treasures from centuries past, such
as distinctive wooden statues by the Buddhist monk Enku (1632—-1695) and a sculpture
of a lion’s head that purportedly rid the area of a plague.
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Kuzu Hachiman Shrine Paired Cedar Trees

Two ancient “wedded” cedar trees flank a torii on the grounds of Kuzu Hachiman
Shrine. They are colloquially known as meoto sugi, or “husband and wife” cedar trees,
due to their physical proximity and similarities. The shrine is believed to be as old as

the trees, thought to date back around 1,500 years.

The “husband” tree stands between the torii and the main hall. It is 10 meters in
circumference and 35 meters tall. The “wife,” on the opposite side of the torii, has a
trunk circumference of 9.3 meters and a height of 39 meters. The trees are designated

National Natural Monuments.
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Zenshoji Temple

Pine and cedar trees surround the halls of Zenshoji, a Buddhist temple believed to have
been built in the Heian period (794—1185). The temple has a collection of priceless
artifacts, including Buddhist sculptures and works of calligraphy. A famous ink
painting called Happo Nirami no Daruma by Zen priest and painter Sesshu (1420—
1506) is housed in the Daishoin Hall. It is a masterpiece of bold brushstrokes that
depicts the legendary monk Bodhidharma (Daruma in Japanese) with a solemn

expression on his face.

Behind the main hall, there is a hillside garden designed by tea ceremony master
Kanamori Sowa (1584-1656). Sowa was a member of a ruling family in the Hida
region and founded the Sowa school of tea, which was popular among the aristocracy.
The garden is filled with azalea shrubs, maples, and other plants, and has a small pond
in the shape of the kanji character for “heart.” The veranda that runs around the back
of the hall provides a good vantage point for viewing the garden. The temple is a

popular spot for viewing the fiery-colored leaves of autumn.
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Giant Cedar of Zenshoji Temple

An enormous cedar tree towers over the halls and pavilions of Zenshoji Temple,
lending an aura of grandeur to this tranquil site of Buddhist worship. The tree is
believed to be more than 1,300 years old. It has a height of 45 meters and a trunk

circumference of approximately 12 meters.

Unlike other trees of a similar age, the cedar at Zenshoji has remained remarkably
sturdy and appears to be in good health. The branches on its upper trunk burst outward
with verdant foliage. The giant cedar is a National Natural Monument. Its significant
age recalls the long history of the temple, which is believed to have been built in the
Heian period (794-1185).
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Tenryo Sake Brewery

Bountiful rice harvests and pure groundwater flowing down from the northern
Japanese Alps have long provided favorable conditions for sake production in the
region surrounding the Hida River. During the Edo period (1603—1867), there were
roughly 20 sake breweries operating in the area, of which two remain today. One of

these is Tenryo Sake Brewery, a family-owned business established in 1680.

The brewery is located several blocks from the Hida River in the Hagiwara district of
Gero. A pleasant aroma lingers in the storefront, where various sake and shochu
products are sold and can be sampled. Tenryo offers tours of its brewing facilities,
which can be conducted in English if arranged in advance. Tours last around an hour

and introduce the intricacies of sake production.

Tenryo’s sake is brewed exclusively from two varieties of high-quality rice, one of
which was developed and is grown locally in Gifu Prefecture. Rice must be polished
before fermentation in a time and labor-intensive process that sake brewers commonly
outsource to other companies. Tenryo uses its own high-tech equipment in order to
oversee this process more closely. Water is another crucial ingredient that influences
the taste and quality of sake. Tenryo uses exclusively natural groundwater that

originates in the Hida Mountains and is drawn from 30 meters underground.

The brewery’s main building was constructed in the late Meiji period (1868-1912) and
has been registered as a Tangible Cultural Property in recognition of its architectural

importance. This family enterprise proudly upholds artisanal traditions and offers a
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taste of the region’s history.
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Maze Satoyama Museum

The Maze Satoyama Museum is an extensive ecotourism site stretching 28 kilometers
along the banks of the Maze (pronounced mah-zay) River. The Museum is the natural

landscape itself, along with the village of Maze and the people who live there.

A sweetfish celebration

Summer is the season for ayu sweetfish in the Maze River. Fishermen catch ayu using

a traditional technique called Aiburi-ryo, which entails casting nets across the length of
the river at night and using torches and noise to drive the fish into the nets. This public
event occurs on set dates. Ayu are served throughout Maze, often salted and grilled

over a charcoal fire.

Agricultural abundance

The village of Maze produces rice, magnolia leaves, tomatoes, and blueberries, among
other crops. Magnolia leaves are used to wrap sushi or as a base for grilling miso,
vegetables, and sometimes meat in a method known as hoba-yaki. The tomatoes of this
area are known for their sweetness. When blueberries are in season, they can be picked
from the bush at Maze Kawakami Health Farm.

Events and excursions

The Mizube no Yakata information center provides printed material about the Maze
Satoyama Museum. Excursions into nature for activities such as canyoning and fishing
can be arranged through Mountain Life Hida, an outdoor recreation company run by

an international team. The village holds events throughout the year, such as a
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fireworks festival, a scarecrow contest, and a marathon.

Overnight options
A range of accommodations is available, from the Mazegawa Onsen Miki no Sato to
more secluded campgrounds in the midst of nature. Visitors can opt to lodge in

traditional ryokan, minshuku guest houses, and minpaku private residences.

Maze is located about 30 minutes by car from Gero Onsen. It was named one of the
Most Beautiful Villages in Japan. Visitors can explore the Maze Satoyama Museum at

their own leisure or reserve a tour with a knowledgeable local guide.
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Minami Hida Mazegawa Onsen Miki no Sato

Mountain forests surround Minami Hida Mazegawa Onsen Miki no Sato, also known
as Hotel Miki, a hot spring accommodation in the countryside of northern Gero. The
hotel is located near the banks of the Maze (pronounced mah-zay) River, and its

facilities are open to both overnight guests and non-staying visitors.

Hotel Miki is the largest onsen facility in Gero and has more than a dozen baths. Some
baths are infused with high-grade charcoal, fruit, or herbs believed to be beneficial for
health, while others support metabolism by improving blood circulation. There are

several saunas and steam rooms.

The hotel’s in-house restaurant Iwatsutsuji uses ingredients from the region, including
Hida beef, ayu sweetfish from the Maze River, and vegetables sourced from nearby
farms. Guests may select either Japanese or Western-style rooms for their

accommodations.
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Nakayama Shichiri Valley

Rugged mountains, curiously shaped rocks, and seasonal sights such as cherry
blossoms, azalea blooms, and autumn leaves draw visitors to the Nakayama Shichiri
valley in Hida Kisogawa Quasi-National Park. The valley stretches 28 kilometers
between the districts of Sanbara and Kanayama, south of the Gero Onsen hot spring

district.

The National Route 41 highway and JR Takayama Main Line both follow the contours
of Nakayama Shichiri. Its name literally means “seven 7i in the mountains” (a 7i is
equivalent to 4 kilometers). It refers to the creation of a passage of 7 i through the
difficult mountain terrain to improve transportation between what is now Gero and
Kanayama by military commander Kanamori Nagachika (1524—-1608). In 1586,
Kanamori utilized the latest mining technology to execute this project at the behest of

ascendant hegemon Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537-1598).

Near the confluence of the Hida and Kuno Rivers is a scenic rock called the Rakan-iwa,
so named because it resembles a rakan or arhat, a Buddhist who has attained nirvana.
Farther south is the Kiba-iwa (“fang rock™) area, with a tusk-shaped boulder set

against an expanse of smooth white rocks.

Nakayama Shichiri is accessible from the train stations of Hida-Kanayama, Yakeishi,
and Gero. The valley is part of the Gero Yumeguri Kaido, a series of trails that run
through the township of Gero, connecting Mt. Ontake in the north and Kanayama in
the south.
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Koshigaike Pond

The gourd-shaped Koshigaike Pond provides an idyllic setting for a stroll in the
Nakayama Shichiri area of Gero. The pond is within the Hida Kisogawa Quasi-
National Park and is popular for its seasonal scenes of cherry blossoms, hydrangeas,

autumn leaves, and winter snow.

The literal translation of Koishigaike is “Pond of the Filial Son.” The name comes
from a local folk tale about a poor man by the name of Sakon who traveled far north to
Lake Biwa, near Kyoto, to fulfill his dying mother’s wish to drink some of its water.
Sakon procured the lake water and stored it in a cylinder of bamboo. When he returned
home, he discovered that his mother had already passed away, and he collapsed in
grief. The water that spilled out of the bamboo cylinder at that moment, along with the
tears he shed, became Koishigaike Pond. Sakon is venerated at Kadohara Shinmei

Shrine, a 5-minute drive from the pond.
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Kanayama Megaliths

Large, curiously shaped boulders sit atop a hill in the quiet forests of Gero’s
Kanayama district, their muted appearance belying an extraordinary function. The
Kanayama Megaliths are a sophisticated astronomical calendar and have been dubbed
“Japan’s Stonehenge.” Arrowheads, earthenware, and other relics excavated in the
vicinity date back approximately 8,000 years to the hunter-gatherer Jomon period
(14,500-900 BCE) of prehistoric Japan.

The area is officially known as the Iwaya Iwakage Site and was designated a Site of
Historical Importance by Gifu Prefecture in 1973. Independent researchers discovered
the time-keeping properties of the boulders in recent decades. In 1997, an artist named
Kobayashi Yoshiki found markings on one of the stones that he believed to be man-
made. Kobayashi commenced an investigation of the area with fellow researcher
Tokuda Shiho, and together, they compiled a wealth of information about the site.
They eventually formed an organization called the Kanayama Megaliths Research

Center.

The megaliths are positioned in three clusters. Kobayashi and Tokuda found that the
edges of certain stones align perfectly with the position of the rising and setting sun
during the equinox and solstice. Their placements imply a precise knowledge of

astronomy and suggest that the stones were used as a solar calendar.

Additional discoveries suggest that the megaliths not only track the solar year, but also

account for the deviation that is resolved via the leap year in the Gregorian calendar.
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The researchers came to this conclusion through careful observation of the angle of the
sun and the shifting position of the sunbeam that enters an open-air chamber created
by the positioning of the stones. By measurements calculated across a span of
centuries, the time-keeping system of the Kanayama Megaliths is more accurate than

that of the Gregorian calendar.

In addition to the solar calendar function, certain boulders of the Kanayama Megaliths
are believed to indicate the North Star and the Big Dipper. Signboards around the site
introduce the megaliths and the discoveries made to date through diagrams, images,

and written explanations. Guided tours are available through the Kanayama Megaliths

Research Center.
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Iwaya Dam

A blue-green lake flanked by forested mountains stretches out before the observation
deck at Iwaya Dam in Gero’s Kanayama district. The dam was built to generate
hydroelectric power, prevent flooding, and ensure a supply of water for surrounding
communities. Construction began in 1966 and lasted ten years. The dam contributes to
the local community, and the lake is a destination for leisure activities and wildlife

enthusiasts.

Iwaya Dam is a rockfill dam that measures 127.5 meters in height and 366 meters in
length. The dam’s reservoir, Lake Tosenkyo Kanayama, is the largest artificial lake in
the Hida River basin, with a capacity of 150 million cubic meters. The lake is a

popular spot for water sports like kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding.

During heavy rains, Iwaya Dam can accommodate up to 2,400 cubic meters of new
water per second, discharging 300 cubic meters per second while safely storing the
remainder. It distributes water for agricultural, industrial, and residential use to Gifu,
Aichi, and Mie Prefectures and the city of Nagoya. Water from the dam is used by

local power plants to generate enough electricity for around 110,000 households.

An exhibition hall near the dam provides information, including infographics, about its
construction, function, and features. An augmented reality experience is available by
downloading an app and scanning a card in the facility. There is an observation deck

above the exhibition hall.
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The reservoir and the forested slopes surrounding the dam are home to many plants
and animals. Colonies of Asian fawn lilies (Erythronium japonicum) and orchids
called Japanese cypripedium (Cypripedium japonicum) grow on the banks of the
reservoir. Yellow-patterned Gifu butterflies (Luehdorfia japonica) emerge in spring,
and forest green tree frogs (Zhangixalus arboreus) spawn in trees along the water’s
edge between April and July. The majestic mountain hawk-eagle (Nisaetus nipalensis)

can be spotted year-round, soaring through the surrounding skies.
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Kayaking and SUP on Lake Tosenkyo Kanayama

The still waters of Lake Tosenkyo Kanayama and its forested shores are a scenic
setting for kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding. Both activities offer an invigorating
way to enjoy the lake and the shoreline scenery from the water. Guided experiences
can be arranged through local tour operators and are typically available between May

and November.

Lake Tosenkyo is a reservoir that was formed in 1976 upon the completion of Iwaya
Dam. It stores approximately 150 million cubic meters of water. It is around 25

minutes from Gero Onsen by car.
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Bouldering in Kanayama

The Kanayama district of Gero is a popular destination for bouldering enthusiasts and
rock climbers. There are three main areas for bouldering and two indoor climbing

spaces, unnewtwo and Reboulder.

The main bouldering areas are:

e Kiba-iwa, or “fang rock,” a scenic site with numerous boulders, including one

that curves upwards and ends in a point like a tusk
e Asodani, a forested mountain valley with large, almost-spherical boulders

e Kado Kakurekigan, downstream from the Hichiso Dam, with rugged boulders

that are relatively easy to grip

Some of the boulders, such as those at Kado Kakurekigan, were formed by a volcanic
eruption 65 million years ago. Others have been shaped by ancient flows of water and
geological phenomena over the ages. The Hida Kanayama Climbing Commission
offers detailed diagrams and tips for scaling the major boulders at each of these sites,

as well as a ranking of their difficulty levels.
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Four Waterfalls of Yokotani Gorge

A walking trail in Hida-Kanayama passes the four waterfalls of Yokotani Gorge,
where the natural features of Gero are intertwined with cultural lore. The waterfalls are

situated on the Yokotani River, a tributary of the nearby Maze River.

Walking the trail takes around four hours round trip. From the trailhead, the first
waterfall is Shirataki Falls, less than 200 meters away. A pavilion offers a view of the

17-meter cascade. Next is Futamitaki Falls (13 m), named for its two-tiered structure.

Momijitaki Falls (9 m) is the third waterfall. It is surrounded by maple trees which are
especially beautiful in autumn. The last and largest of the waterfalls is Keimeidaki
Falls (33 m). Legend has it that a princess of the Heian period (794—1185) went there
to search for her beloved pet chicken that had flown away. She saw it transform into a

deity and disappear into the waterfall.

The Yokotani Gorge Trail connects to extensive walking paths along the Maze River,

through the Zenshindani Forest, and past other waterfalls in the area.
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Kinkotsu Footpath

The narrow lanes and back alleys of Gero’s Kanayama district are a portal into the past,
every residence and storefront brimming with local history and culture. The maze-like
streetscape is known as the Kinkotsu Footpath. Kinkotsu denotes “muscle and bones”
and refers to the interconnected nature of these sinewy passages, as though the entire

town were a living organism.

A town at the crossroads

Kanayama is located at the confluence of the Hida and Maze Rivers. In the Edo period
(1603-1867), the town flourished as a relay station between four domains and was
situated at the border between the historical provinces of Hida and Mino, both part of
present-day Gifu Prefecture. This location made the town an important hub for

regional travel and commerce.

Getting oriented

The Kinkotsu Footpath winds all over the townscape, from the JR Hida-Kanayama
Station east of the Hida River to the maze of streets and alleyways on the west side.
The official map can be obtained at the train station and shows a meandering path in
red that passes by many of Kanayama’s most significant historical, cultural, and

commercial sites.

As you walk, you will discover building exteriors from the Taisho (1912—-1926) and
early Showa (1926-1945) eras. The Kinkotsu Footpath is an unconventional itinerary,

sometimes directing you to slip through a narrow gap between buildings or duck your
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head to pass beneath old residential structures that span both sides of a creek.

A labyrinth of discovery

A defunct public bath that closed in 1988 is on the west side. Its interior remains
accessible, the decor and signage a time capsule of the mid-twentieth century. The
route leads to nearby Mt. Chinju, a small mountain renowned for its colorful autumn
leaves. The mountain affords views of Kanayama and has a Buddhist hall dedicated to
Kannon, a deity of compassion, and a statue of Ryomen Sukuna, a legendary warrior

of ancient times.

In this area west of the Hida River, the footpath passes local fixtures like a sake
brewery, a gallery, an antique shop, and boutiques that specialize in pastries and
Japanese sweets. Other segments weave around backstreets and down stone staircases.
A three-story structure called Seisuirou stands out in the townscape as another relic
frozen in time. The Kanayama Megaliths Research Center, meanwhile, is a
contemporary institution that collects resources and materials related to the local

megaliths.

Other landmarks of note

A small section of the Kinkotsu Footpath leads across the Sakai Bridge over the Maze
River. At the end of the bridge is a plaque that commemorates the work of
cartographer Ino Tadataka (1745-1818), famed for completing the first modern map of

Japan. Ino began his survey of the historical Hida Province at this location in 1814.

Another path, from the train station to the Hida River, leads to the site of a former
ferry landing, now a scenic spot overlooking the water. Prior to the construction of the
nearby Kanayama Bridge in 1928, local communities relied on boat transportation to

cross between the eastern area by the train station and the western commercial district.

Guided tours
English-language tours are available and last from approximately 90 to 120 minutes. A
knowledgeable local guide can ensure that you don’t miss out on any of the hidden

treasures of the Kinkotsu Footpath.
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Hida Kanayama Nukumori no Sato Onsen

Nukumori no Sato is a full-service michinoeki roadside station in Gero’s Kanayama
district with indoor and outdoor hot springs, accommodations, a gift shop, and a

restaurant.

Visitors staying overnight can choose from Japanese and Western-style
accommodations, and may use the hot springs free of charge. Non-staying visitors may

also use the hot springs for a fee between 11 a.m. and 8 p.m.

The gift shop sells souvenirs and locally produced foodstuffs such as confections,
pickles, and sake from the local Okuhida Sake Brewery. The restaurant serves regional

specialties, including Hida beef, sweetfish, and keichan, a chicken and cabbage dish.
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The Great Cedar of Gero

An ancient cedar tree once stood on the grounds of Moriminashi Hachiman Shrine. It
was known as “the Great Cedar of Gero.” The tree had a circumference of 13 meters

and was supposedly more than 2,000 years old.

The cedar tree was one of the famous sights of Gero referenced in the name of
Mutsumi (“Six Views”) Bridge. It survived a devastating fire in 1859 that destroyed
many parts of the shrine. However, successive fires in the twentieth century left the
cedar weakened, and it toppled in 1990. Noguchi Ujo (1882—1945) paid tribute to the

cedar in a poem that was part of his Ballads of Gero series.

A younger tree now occupies the place where the Great Cedar once stood. A plaque

with an old photograph memorializes the famed tree.
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Fugetsutei Garden

Fugetsutei Garden is a towering forest of maple trees extending behind the halls of
Onsenji Temple. Roughly 100 maple trees and 100 rhododendrons flank the path
through the secluded hillside, in sharp contrast with the lively hot spring district
nearby. The scenery is complemented by notable spiritual sites such as a stone
monument inscribed with the Nirvana Sutra and Lotus Sutra and a water fountain for

ritual purification.

The maple leaves of Fugetsutei blaze red, orange, and yellow in autumn, and are
illuminated during an annual festival in November. The autumn festival is the only
time of year when visitors can enter lokaku, a former hot spring inn constructed in the

refined sukiya-zukuri style, accessible via the uphill path through Fugetsutei Garden.
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Tokoname Maneki Neko (Lucky Cats)

Tokoname is a leading producer of ceramic cat figurines called maneki neko (lucky
cats), which are symbols of good fortune. The term maneki neko is derived from the
Japanese words for “to invite” (maneku) and “cat” (neko) and is sometimes translated

as “beckoning cat.”

Maneki neko are usually calico cats with white, black, and orange markings. One
front paw is raised, while the other front paw holds a gold coin. Some maneki neko
raise their left paw, which is said to beckon people, making them particularly popular
with businesses eager to draw in customers. Other cats hold up their right paw to bring

good fortune and wealth.

The origins of maneki neko are unclear, but farmers and shopkeepers have
traditionally valued and welcomed cats because they catch rats and other pests. The
first lucky cat figurines are thought to have appeared in the mid-nineteenth century,

although Tokoname’s production of maneki neko dates to the late 1930s.

By 1950, the city was the top producer of lucky cats in Japan, and the style of
Tokoname’s appealing signature maneki neko was established: large eyes and ears
with a plump body. Although the traditional calico cat remains the most popular,

maneki neko now come in a variety of colors and designs.
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Tokonyan, the Guardian Cat of Tokoname

Tokonyan is the giant maneki neko (lucky cat) figure that peeks over an embankment
halfway along Tokoname Maneki Neko-dori (Lucky Cat Street). The name
“Tokonyan” is a combination of “Tokoname” and the meowing sound made by a cat
(nyan) in Japanese. Since its creation in 2008, the statue has become a beloved symbol

of the city and a popular subject for photographs.

Tokonyan is 3.8 meters high and 6.3 meters wide, making it one of the country’s
largest maneki neko. Even though Tokonyan is only a head and a raised left paw, it
welcomes everyone from its prominent position. A careful search along the wall near
the statue reveals that Tokonyan is accompanied by 11 small and realistic figurines of

cats.

Tokoname Maneki Neko-dori, which connects Tokoname Tojiki Kaikan
(Ceramics Hall) and Tokoname Station, is lined with 39 modern interpretations of
maneki neko made by artists with links to Tokoname. Each cat is said to offer a
specific blessing, such as a happy marriage, good health, or the successful completion
of a task.
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Tokoname Ware

Tokoname is known as one of Japan’s “Six Ancient Kilns,” all areas with pottery-
making traditions dating back over 1,000 years. Consequently, the city’s history and

economic development are closely linked to its pottery (Tokoname ware).

Conditions around Tokoname were excellent for pottery production. High-quality
clay was in plentiful supply, and the soft soil and gentle hills made it easy to dig
anagama (tunneled sloping kilns). In addition, its location on the Chita Peninsula

allowed easy access to the ocean to transport finished goods.

Tokoname ware originated in the early twelfth century when potters began
producing large storage jars and cooking utensils that soon found their way around the
country. In the nineteenth century, techniques imported from China led to the creation

of Tokoname’s signature kyusu (teapots) made with iron-rich red clay.

The arrival of noborigama (climbing kilns) around 1830 facilitated the energy-
efficient mass production of pottery. When Japan started rapidly modernizing in the
second half of the nineteenth century, Tokoname produced roofing tiles and pipes for

carrying water and drainage. Large-scale ceramics production peaked in the 1950s.

In recent decades, changing lifestyles and rising interest from overseas have led to
further diversification of Tokoname ware. Artisans adapted to new tastes, embracing
both traditional techniques and modern innovation to ensure that local ceramics
continued to flourish. Maneki neko (lucky cat) figurines, bonsai pots, and red-clay

kyusu are among today’s most popular products.

Visitors can learn about Tokoname ware in detail at the Tokoname Tou no Mori

Museum (part of Course B on the Pottery Footpath).
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Pottery Footpath

Walking the Pottery Footpath (Yakimono Sanpomichi) is one of the best ways to learn
about Tokoname’s heritage. There are two routes, both of which begin here at
Tokoname Tojiki Kaikan (Ceramics Hall). Course A is 1.6 kilometers long and
includes several of Tokoname’s most popular and scenic attractions. Course B is 4
kilometers long and outlines the city’s pottery history. Suggested walking times are
around one hour for Course A and two-and-a-half hours for Course B, but visitors may
wish to spend longer to experience the many attractions. Pick up a map and look for

the signboards in English along the way.

The Pottery Footpath centers on the Sakaemachi district, where many well-
preserved homes and kilns remain. The narrow, winding streets retain a traditional
atmosphere and pass by historical sites. Residents have added to the area’s appeal by
beautifying the streets and gardens with Tokoname ware, while new generations of
artisans and entrepreneurs have transformed vacant buildings along the route into

pottery studios, art galleries, and cafes.

The Pottery Footpath was launched in 1972 and has contributed to the
preservation of the historical townscape and Tokoname’s emergence as a tourist
destination. As you make your way along the footpath, please respect the privacy of

residents, and take care during wet weather, as the route may be slippery.
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Tokoname Tou no Mori Museum

Tokoname is known as one of Japan’s “Six Ancient Kilns.” These are production areas
with pottery traditions that date back more than 1,000 years. Tokoname Tou no Mori
(“Tokoname Pottery Forest”) is a cultural facility that celebrates the city’s rich pottery
legacy and looks to its future. It combines a history museum that provides useful

information, a research institute, and a studio to train young ceramic artists.

The museum displays fine examples of Tokoname ware made over the centuries. Each
section of the exhibit includes detailed explanations in English about the artifacts and

the techniques used to make them.

Tou no Mori Museum is part of Course B on the Pottery Footpath and can be reached

in 25 minutes on foot if going directly from Tokoname Station.
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Takita Family Residence

The Takita family, who ran one of Tokoname’s shipping agencies, built a residence
facing Ise Bay in 1850, not long after starting their lucrative business. Their former
home has been faithfully restored and offers a chance to learn about the family, their
lifestyle, and their shipping business through its fine examples of period furniture,
ceramics, and lacquerware. There are also informative displays explaining the

development of local shipping history.

As the region’s industry and economy developed in the eighteenth century, Tokoname
became a maritime transport center due to its location on the Chita Peninsula. The
Takita family used several small wooden ships to take Tokoname ceramics and locally

produced rice and sake to Edo (now Tokyo) and bring back soybeans and wheat.

Before a voyage to Edo, the ships would cross Ise Bay to the port city of Toba, in Mie
Prefecture, where the crews carefully monitored the weather. When sailing conditions
were favorable, they departed on the seven- to ten-day voyage to Edo. A 1:15 scale

replica of one of those ships is exhibited in the house.

The last people to live in the home before the city took over its upkeep were Takita
Eiji and his wife, Harumi, with their two children. Their daughter Ayuchi (1932-2005)
was a well-known pioneer in the male-dominated field of Japanese aviation. She was
the first female executive at Japan Airlines and later served as an advisor to the
Japanese government. The Takita Residence is part of Course A on the Pottery
Footpath.
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Noborigama (Toei Kiln)

This impressive brick structure sits at an incline of 17 degrees on a hill along Course A
on the Pottery Footpath. It is Tokoname’s last “climbing kiln” (noborigama) and one

of the largest of its kind in Japan.

Climbing kilns, so called because they are built on a slope, originated in China. They
were introduced to Japan via the Korean peninsula in the early seventeenth century and
were in use in Tokoname around 1830. Noborigama was in operation from 1887 to
1974.

The kilns were divided into small chambers to facilitate the energy-efficient
manufacture of large amounts of pottery, particularly glazed items. The kiln has eight
firing chambers and was fueled using wood and coal. Its 10 chimneys of various
heights helped maintain an even temperature inside the kiln. Operating it was a
collaborative effort involving 33 pottery producers in the neighborhood, who took

turns watching the kiln.

Japan experienced a rapid modernization from the mid-nineteenth century, and by the
1910s, some 60 climbing kilns were in operation in Tokoname. The kilns produced
tiles and ceramic pipes for use nationwide. In the mid-twentieth century, technological
improvements and stricter environmental regulations led to the cessation of production

at Noborigama in 1974.

Noborigama was designated a National Important Tangible Folk Cultural Property in
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1982, ensuring the preservation of a part of Tokoname’s heritage.
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Climbing Kiln Plaza

The plaza adjacent to the brick Noborigama (Toei Kiln) is approximately halfway
along Course A on the Pottery Footpath, making it an ideal place to take a break. The
plaza’s main attractions are found in a two-story building, with a well-preserved
example of a nineteenth-century kiln on the first floor and an exhibition space and

studio above.

Visitors can enter the kiln and walk around inside. It has two entrances that allowed
pottery to be loaded efficiently. The kiln was used to produce a variety of Tokoname’s
specialty products over the years, including soy sauce bottles, ceramic pipes, kyusu

teapots, and bonsai pots.

The exhibition space features work by up-and-coming local ceramic artists, offering a
wide range of items suitable as souvenirs or gifts. In the studio, visitors can try
painting a piece of pottery or a maneki neko (lucky cat) ceramic figurine. The activities
are suitable for all ages, and reservations are not required. However, the items created

will be shipped to participants several weeks later, after they have been glazed and
fired.

The plaza has two large examples of modern outdoor ceramic art. “Time and Space” is
a dynamic blue sculpture by Shibata Masaaki (b. 1948). It sits at the center of the plaza
and is flanked by “Radiance,” a shimmering mosaic wall created by Sugie Junpei
(1936-2005).
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Tokoname Maneki Neko (Lucky Cats)

Tokoname is a leading producer of maneki neko (lucky cat) ceramic figurines, which
are symbols of good luck. Maneki neko are usually calico cats with white, black, and
orange markings. They raise one front paw in the air and clutch a gold coin in the
other. The raised paw mimics the Japanese gesture used to beckon someone: a raised
hand with the palm facing down, and fingers moving up and down. Some maneki neko
raise a left paw, which is said to beckon people, making them particularly popular with
businesses eager to draw in customers. Other cats hold up a right paw to bring good

fortune and wealth.

The origin of the maneki neko is unclear, but farmers and shopkeepers have
traditionally valued cats because they catch rats and other pests. While the first lucky
cat figurines are thought to have appeared in the mid-nineteenth century, Tokoname’s
production began in the late 1930s. Traditional pottery industries were in decline then,

so local artisans began making the figurines as a new line of business.

By 1950, the city was Japan’s main producer of lucky cats, its signature style of
maneki neko having large eyes and ears on a plump body. The traditional calico cat
remains the most popular, although today, maneki neko come in various colors and
designs. They have even inspired some of Tokoname’s best-known tourist attractions,

including the following.

Tokoname Maneki Neko-dori (Lucky Cat Street)

Tokoname Maneki Neko-dori is a street lined with 39 colorful, modern interpretations

144




of maneki neko. Artists with connections to Tokoname made the cats, imbuing each
one with the power to offer a specific blessing. These include a happy marriage, good

health, and the successful completion of a task.

The street connects Tokoname Station with Tokonyan, Tokoname’s most famous
lucky cat, and Tokoname Tojiki Kaikan (Ceramics Hall), which is the entry point for
the Pottery Footpath.

Tokonyan, the Guardian Cat of Tokoname
Tokonyan is the giant maneki neko (lucky cat) figure that peeks over an embankment
near a bridge halfway along Tokoname Maneki Neko-dori (Lucky Cat Street). Visitors

traveling by train may spot this guardian of the city on arrival at the station.

The name “Tokonyan” is a combination of “Tokoname” and the meowing sound of a
cat (nyan) in Japanese. Since its creation in 2008, Tokonyan has become a beloved

symbol of the city and a popular subject for taking photographs.

Tokonyan stands 3.8 meters high and 6.3 meters wide, making it one of Japan’s largest
maneki neko, although it has only a head and a raised left paw. It welcomes everyone
while keeping watch over the city. A careful search along the wall near Tokonyan will

reveal 11 small, realistic cat figurines that keep the huge maneki neko company.
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Tokoname Ware

Tokoname’s history and economic development are closely linked to its pottery
(Tokoname yaki). The city is known as one of Japan’s “Six Ancient Kilns,” along with

Echizen, Seto, Shigaraki, Tamba, and Bizen. These areas have pottery-making

traditions dating back over 1,000 years.

Emerging Techniques

Tokoname ware originated in the early twelfth century in the Chita Peninsula (Aichi
Prefecture) region. The area was well-suited for pottery production, having soft soil
and gentle hills that made it easy to dig anagama (tunneled sloping kilns), a plentiful
supply of high-quality clay, and access to the ocean for easy transportation of finished
goods. By the fourteenth century, Tokoname’s potters were producing large storage
jars and cooking utensils using the himozukuri method, in which ropes of clay are

coiled or stacked onto the base of an item.

Production capacity improved with the emergence of ogama (large kilns) in the late
fifteenth century, and Tokoname’s reputation for high-quality ceramics grew over the
following centuries. Its jars served a range of practical purposes, including
transporting liquor, and its small pots were used in Kyoto’s refined culture of tea or

chanoyu.

Techniques imported from China in the mid-nineteenth century led to the creation of
one of Tokoname’s signature items, kyusu (teapots) made from red clay. Tokoname’s

clay is rich in iron, has a distinctive red hue, and is recognized for its heat retention
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and porous qualities. These kyusu are highly prized to this day. Great care is taken to
ensure a perfect fit between the body and lid. The inside of the pot is left unglazed, and
it is said that the iron-rich Tokoname clay helps to soften the astringency of green tea
leaves, resulting in tea with a pleasant, mellow taste. Kyusu tend to be smaller than

Western teapots and often have a side handle placed at a 90-degree angle to the spout.

Adapting and Modernizing

The earliest noborigama (climbing kilns) were built in Tokoname around 1830,
facilitating the mass production of pottery in an energy-efficient manner. In the 1850s,
Tokoname expanded manufacturing to include ceramic toilets. When Japan started
rapidly modernizing in the second half of the nineteenth century, roofing tiles and

pipes for carrying water and sewage were also produced.

Artisans began making ceramic figurines in the late 1930s, and by 1950 the city was
the top producer of maneki neko (lucky cat) figurines in Japan. Ceramic production
peaked in the 1950s when there were hundreds of kilns. Subsequently, improved
manufacturing technology and stricter environmental regulations led to a decline in

large-scale production.

In recent decades, changing lifestyles and interest from abroad have led to further
diversification of Tokoname ware. Artisans adapted to changing tastes, embracing
both traditional techniques and modern innovation to ensure that the local pottery
culture continued to flourish. Today, Tokoname’s ceramic cats, red-clay kyusu, and
bonsai pots are popular at home and abroad. Visitors can learn about Tokoname ware
in greater detail at the Tokoname Tou no Mori Museum, which is on Course B of the
Pottery Footpath.
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Pottery Footpath

Tokoname’s pottery has endured for more than 1,000 years and has shaped the city’s
history, economy, and infrastructure. One of the best ways to learn about this heritage
is to walk the Pottery Footpath (Yakimono Sanpomichi), which has two routes. Course
A is 1.6 kilometers long and includes several of Tokoname’s most popular attractions,
while Course B is 4 kilometers long and outlines the city’s pottery history. Both
courses begin at Tokoname Tojiki Kaikan (Ceramics Hall), where visitors can find

displays of Tokoname ware and helpful tourist information.

The footpath centers on the Sakaemachi district, where many well-preserved homes
and kilns remain. The narrow, winding streets retain a traditional atmosphere and
connect to historical sites. Residents have added to the area’s appeal by beautifying the
streets and gardens with Tokoname ware while new generations of artisans and
entrepreneurs have transformed vacant buildings along the way into pottery studios, art

galleries, and cafes.

The Pottery Footpath was launched in 1972 and has contributed to the preservation of
the historical townscape and to Tokoname’s emergence as a tourist destination.
Suggested walking times are around one hour for Course A and two-and-a-half hours

for Course B, although many visitors take longer to fully experience the attractions.

Course A (1.6 kilometers)

Takita Family Residence
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The Takita family were wealthy shipping agents. Their former home, built in 1850, has
fine period furniture, ceramics, and lacquerware, as well as informative displays about

Tokoname’s shipping history.

Dokanzaka Hill

This gently sloping street is among the most iconic spots along the Pottery Footpath.
Tokoname ware is put to innovative use and forms part of the walls and the paving
along the route. On one side of the footpath are ceramic pipes produced in the 1870s
for water and drainage, while on the other are shochu (distilled liquor) bottles dating
back to around 1960. Clay rings left over from the pipe-making process have been

repurposed and are embedded in the surface of the street to improve traction.

Noborigama (Toei Kiln)

This impressive brick structure is Tokoname’s last surviving climbing kiln
(noborigama), as well as one of the largest in Japan. It was in operation from 1887
until 1974, with eight firing chambers and 10 chimneys of various heights to help

maintain an even temperature inside the kiln.

Climbing Kiln Plaza

The plaza is adjacent to Noborigama (Toei Kiln). The main attractions are found inside
a two-story building that has a kiln from the early nineteenth-century on the first floor
and an exhibition space and studio above. Visitors can enter and walk around inside
the well-preserved kiln. Two large, colorful examples of modern ceramic art sit

outside.

Brick Chimneys

There were more than 300 brick chimneys in Tokoname when pottery production was
at its peak in the 1950s, and the remaining chimneys are some of the city’s most iconic
landmarks. Around 100 of these have been preserved and have become a prominent

feature of the Pottery Footpath.

Course B (4 kilometers)
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INAX Live Museum
This expansive complex comprises six interactive pavilions devoted to key aspects of

Tokoname’s pottery culture.
e Kiln Plaza has a preserved kiln from 1921 that produced ceramic pipes.
e The Tile Museum displays decorative tiles from around the world.

e The Architectural Terracotta Museum showcases terracotta artwork from

Japanese buildings.
e Clay Works is where visitors can explore raw materials used to make pottery.

e The Tiling Workshop offers hands-on experiences in tile painting and other

crafts.

e The Ceramics Lab undertakes projects ranging from restoring historic structures

to developing innovative ceramic techniques and products.

Tokoname Tou no Mori Museum

An informative history museum, a research institute, and a training studio to nurture
young ceramic artists are combined in this cultural facility. Fine examples of
Tokoname’s pottery created over the centuries are on exhibit, all accompanied by

detailed English signage.
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Walking Tour of Seki Juku

Seki Juku flourished as one of the stations established by the Tokugawa shogunate on
the Tokaido road that linked Edo and Kyoto during the Edo period (1603—-1867). As
early as the Heian period (794-1185), however, Seki Juku was already a crucial
junction on the pilgrimage route from Kyoto to Ise Grand Shrine. For that reason,
visitors are often advised to see the town starting at the east end, where the road to Ise
forks south from the Tokaido. The road leading to Ise is straddled by a great wooden
torii gate from Ise Grand Shrine itself. This was presented to Seki Juku in 2013, when

the shrine was rebuilt according to a 20-year cycle that has been in place since 1690.

The majority of the 400 buildings along the 1.8-kilometer stretch of road through Seki
Juku are from the late Edo period and mid-Meiji era (1868—1912), although some
structures are even older. One, the Aizendo, a hall behind Seki Jizoin Temple, was

constructed in 1630; it is the oldest building in all of Mie Prefecture.

Heading west down the road, the first stop is the Seki no Yama Kaikan, a museum
devoted to the large and showy two-story floats that have been the centerpiece of Seki

Juku’s annual summer festival since around 1700.

A short distance beyond the museum is Okeju, a cooperage where wooden barrels and
buckets are still made by hand. Okeju presents a rare opportunity to observe highly
skilled workmanship in this vanishing craft. Another singular detail is the circular
pendants on the eave-end tiles decorated with the kanji character utsuwa, meaning

“vessel” or “container,” to reflect what is made there.
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A little further ahead is the Seki Machinami Museum, which occupies the first house
to be restored after the town was declared a conservation zone in the mid-1980s. The
museum is designed to give an idea of how ordinary people lived in Seki Juku during

its heyday.

Set back slightly from the street on the north side stands a dashigura, a special high-
ceilinged warehouse designed to accommodate one of the yama (tall floats) for Seki
Juku’s summer festival. Diagonally across the street from there is Hyakurokuri-tei, a
small public park that contains a building, Chokan-tei, with a roof terrace offering
unimpeded views across the tiled rooftops in both directions. To the west, the high

roof of Seki Jizoin Temple is visible, and beyond it, the Suzuka Mountains.

Just past Hyakurokuri-tei is a large building bearing the sign Matsui Denki (Matsui
Electric). Now the headquarters of a construction company, this used to be one of the
town’s two primary inns (konjin) reserved for the exclusive use of the highest-ranking
guests. The building is depicted in the famous ukiyo-e series Fifty-Three Stations of
the Tokaido Road by Utagawa Hiroshige (1797—1858).

A bit further along is the Sekijuku Hatago Tamaya Historical Museum, formerly the
Tamaya inn. Easy to recognize thanks to the distinctive “flame window” looking onto
the street from the second floor, Tamaya was once the largest inn in Seki Juku. The
grand annex for important visitors at the back of the inn has a scale and splendor

unlike anything else in Seki, and is one of the town’s highlights.

Diagonally across the street from Tamaya is a cluster of historic shops. The same
family has been running the Fukagawaya confectionery store for 14 generations; the
current building, with its famous roofed signpost, dates from 1784. As well as selling
traditional sweets, the shop serves as a miniature museum. Exhibits include ornate
delivery boxes from the eighteenth century. One, decorated with mother-of-pearl inlay,

was for the emperor’s exclusive use.

Immediately next door is Ocha no Kaneki, a tea shop that traces its history back to
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1865. Mie is Japan’s third-biggest tea-producing prefecture after Shizuoka and
Kagoshima, and its teas are notable for their umami flavor. Tea tasting is available

here upon request.

Facing these two shops, a reproduction of the old public notice board (kosatsuba) of
the Edo-period shogunate stands at the west end of the post office. The most important
information the board provided was a list of the official tariffs for the various services
available in the post-station town, such as rental horses or porters, all of which were

regulated by the authorities.

Further down the road is another historic shop, Maedaya Seika, which specializes in

confections made from rice flour with bean jam inside.

The next stop along the road is Seki Jizoin Temple. Founded in 741, it contains the
first statue of the bodhisattva Jizo (Ksitigarbha) in Japan. The town itself incorporated
the word “Jizo” into its name — it was originally known as Seki no Jizo Juku. The
practice of dressing Jizo statues in bibs (reflecting Jizo’s role as a protector of
children) is also said to have originated in Seki Juku. The Aizendo hall just behind the

temple’s main worship hall is the oldest building in Mie Prefecture.

The stretch of four buildings just opposite the temple is famous for providing a neat
snapshot of architectural styles of different eras in Japan. Going west to east from the
Aizuya restaurant to the Ozaki liquor store, the individual buildings progress
chronologically from the Edo period through the Meiji era and the Taisho era (1912—
1926) to the Showa era (1926—-1989).

Visitors who are tired at this point may wish to head north and take a refreshing
footbath free of charge at Koman no Yu, a public hot spring adjoining the visitor
center. Those with energy to spare are encouraged to keep walking west toward the
Suzuka Mountains as far as Nishi no Oiwake (West Fork), where the road to Nara used
to branch off the Tokaido. The buildings at this end of Seki Juku are more modest in
size. Some have yet to be restored, and there are no commercial establishments, so this

part of town retains an atmosphere of Old Japan that is hard to find elsewhere.
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The History of Seki Juku

Seki Juku was at its most prosperous during the Edo period (1603—-1867), when it
flourished as the 47th of the 53 post stations on the Tokaido road joining Edo and
Kyoto. In 1843, Seki had two primary inns (honjin) for daimyo lords, nobles, and
shogunal officials; two secondary inns (wakihonjin) for slightly less important people;

and 42 ordinary inns, some of which could accommodate hundreds of travelers.

The town is located on the traditional border between eastern and western Japan where
the Suzuka Mountains form a steep natural barrier, and at the junction of the Tokaido
with the road heading south to take pilgrims to Ise Grand Shrine. Because of this, Seki
Juku was already a significant place nearly 1,000 years before shogun Tokugawa
Ieyasu and his successors constructed the Five Routes that linked Edo, the shogun’s

capital, with the provinces.

Seki Jizoin Temple, on the west side of Seki Juku, was constructed in 741 by Gyoki
(668—749) — a Buddhist priest who played a key role in the building of Todaiji Temple
in Nara — to protect the town from smallpox. The Jizo statue here is the oldest in
Japan; the tradition of dressing these deities in bibs (Jizo is worshipped as a protector
of children) is also thought to have originated here. In fact, the town was originally
known as “Seki no Jizo Juku,” with “Jizo” as part of its name. The name “Seki” comes
from the Suzuka Barrier (Suzuka no Seki), the fortified checkpoint at the west end of
town that was one of three barriers erected during the Nara period (710-794) to protect
the region around the imperial capital. “Juku” is a suffix indicating a place of lodging,

1.e., a post town.
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In the Heian period (794—1185), emperors started traveling through Seki Juku on their
way to Ise Grand Shrine, the oldest Shinto shrine in Japan. Over time, the popularity of
Ise as a place of pilgrimage continued to grow, with hundreds of thousands of people

visiting annually during the Edo period.

Although Seki continues to be a major transportation hub today, changes to the local
road system long ago diverted most foot and vehicle traffic from the old Tokaido road.
Ironically, this meant that the town was still in an excellent state of preservation in
1984, when it was designated a conservation zone and concerted efforts to repair and
restore its buildings began. Thanks to 40 years of effort, Seki Juku now offers a
streetscape of some 400 buildings, stretching nearly two kilometers, that powerfully
evokes the atmosphere of the Edo period and the Meiji era (1868—1912).
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Pilgrimages to Ise

Seki Juku was always an important place due to its geographical location. The town
gets its name, Seki, from the Suzuka Barrier (Suzuka no Seki), a security checkpoint
that was one of three barriers constructed in the Nara period (710-794) to protect the
imperial capital region. The Suzuka Barrier sat on the Tokaido road at the west end of

the town.

The town also stood at the junction between the east-west Tokaido road and the
Isebetsu Kaido, the road that leads to Ise Grand Shrine 60 kilometers to the south.
From the Heian period (794—1185), people from the emperor on down would make
pilgrimages to Ise, Japan’s oldest and holiest shrine, where the Sacred Mirror, one of

the Three Sacred Treasures of the imperial family, is kept.

In part because the shogunate otherwise restricted people’s freedom of movement
around the country, shrine pilgrimages became both a popular pastime and something
of a social safety valve during the Edo period (1603—1867). Pilgrim numbers
sometimes hit quite extraordinary levels. For example, some four or five million
people (out of a population of 32 million) are estimated to have traveled to Ise Grand
Shrine in the “lucky year” (okagedoshi) of 1830. A pilgrimage to Ise was considered
particularly beneficial if conducted in a lucky year; household servants and laborers
would sometimes set off on the journey without getting permission, supporting
themselves by begging for alms along the route. It was said that ordinary people

“dreamed of seeing Ise once in their lifetime.”
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During the Edo period, Seki Juku became the 47th of the 53 official post stations
between Edo and Kyoto on the Tokaido, one of the Five Routes connecting the
shogunate’s capital of Edo to the rest of the country. A scene set at one of the town’s
primary inns (4onjin) makes an appearance in the famous ukiyo-e series Fifty-Three
Stations of the Tokaido Road by Utagawa Hiroshige (1797-1858). In Seki Juku itself,
the Sekijuku Hatago Tamaya Historical Museum has a small display of ukiyo-e of
typical post-town scenes, including the 12-panel Tokaido Meisho (Famous Places on
the Tokaido Road) by Utagawa Y oshitora (1836—1880).
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Seki Juku in Ukiyo-e

In 1832, the shogunate commissioned the artist Utagawa Hiroshige (1797-1858) to
accompany an official procession from Edo to Kyoto, the length of the Tokaido road.
The sketches Hiroshige made became the basis for his Fifty-Three Stations of the
Tokaido Road series, which went on to become a runaway commercial success. (The
series actually consists of 55 prints, since it includes Edo and Kyoto in addition to the
stations along the way.) Published soon after Katsushika Hokusai (1760—1849) had
released his renowned Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji, Hiroshige’s series established
landscapes as a new and popular theme for ukiyo-e. He himself would go on to
produce more than 20 Tokaido print series over the rest of his life. The accompanying
three pictures show Seki Juku as Hiroshige depicted it in the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s.

Seki: Early Departure from the Honjin (ca. 1833-34)

from Fifty-Three Stations of the Tokaido Road

It is not yet dawn, and the retainers of a daimyo are getting ready to set off from the
back of the honjin, the inn reserved for lords, nobles, and shogunal officials. There are
hangings to protect the lord from prying eyes. A green palanquin awaits him while the
bearers smoke a quick pipe before their day’s work begins. This honjin still stands, but
now serves as a private home and the offices of a construction company. The picture

comes from Hiroshige’s very first series of Tokaido prints.

Entrance Hall of the Inn in Seki (1840—42)
from Gyosho Tokaido
This picture shows the mise no ma, or front room, of an inn in Seki Juku. Note the

traveler at the front who is refreshing his tired feet in a footbath, with his staff, his hat,

166




and his luggage beside him.

Junction of the Side Road to the Shrine (1855)

from Famous Sights of the Fifty-Three Stations (“Vertical” or “Upright” Tokaido)
Part of a series of ukiyo-e in the portrait format, unusual for landscapes, this shows the
junction at the east end of Seki Juku where the Tokaido road forks. This is where
pilgrims from east and west would turn down the Isebetsu Kaido to make the 60-
kilometer journey southward to Ise Grand Shrine. Just like today, a torii straddles the
entrance to the road. Note the gradient of saturated blue in the sky at the top of the
picture. Hiroshige was a master of this bokashi technique, which had a profound

influence on French Post-Impressionists like Gauguin and Toulouse-Lautrec.
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The Architecture of Seki Juku

Seki Juku has roughly 400 historic buildings, mostly dating from the late Edo period
(1603-1867) and the Meiji era (1868—1912). Generally two stories high, with wooden
lattices on the ground floor and plastered mud-daub walls on the second, they tend to
be much longer than they are wide, in what is known as an “eel-nest” (unagi no
nedoko) layout. The second-floor space was traditionally used as an attic for storage or

the cultivation of silkworms rather than for daily life.

The following architectural details may be noted in the course of a stroll through the

town.

Symmetrical vs. asymmetrical windows

The second-floor facade of the house will have windows that are arranged either
symmetrically or asymmetrically. If they are symmetrical, then chances are that the
house dates from the Meiji era. But if they are asymmetrical, then the house dates from
the Edo period. The reason for this difference is that during the Edo period, the
arrangement of the windows was dictated by feng shui geomancy. When Western
culture arrived in Japan during the Meiji era, however, feng shui was discredited as
“irrational” and “Oriental,” and the arrangement of windows became rigorously logical

and balanced.

Insect-cage windows
The second-floor windows themselves have another distinctive characteristic. Lattices

made of closely spaced vertical timbers wrapped in straw rope and then covered in
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plaster, they are known as mushiko-mado (“insect-cage windows”’) because of their
resemblance to close-barred cages for keeping insects. Such windows are found

exclusively on upper floors and lofts.

Banging benches
Some of the shop fronts feature fold-down benches or shelves known as battari. These
could be let down for people to place goods on or to sit on. The onomatopoeic name

derives from the thumping or thudding sound made when the bench drops.

Curtains against the rain

Some of the houses in Seki Juku have vertical slats of wood fitted beneath the eaves to
protect the storefronts from the wind and rain. Known as makuita (“curtain boards”),
they are a relatively recent innovation that only came into use in the middle of the

Meiji era, and are unique to Mie Prefecture.

Bulging with prosperity

A small number of roofs in Seki Juku are so-called mukuri-yane, roofs with a very
subtle convex bulge. Since such roofs were expensive to build, they served as a
discreet way of signaling wealth while also facilitating the runoff of heavy rain.
Appropriately enough, the best example of such a roof is found on the house once
owned by Hashizume the moneychanger, about halfway along the main street on the
north side.

Painted sculptures

Among the more curious details to watch out for are the plaster sculptures nestling in
the corners atop the first-floor eaves of Seki Juku houses. Examples include fans,
dragons, a carp climbing a waterfall — there is even a tiger emerging from some

shocking pink undergrowth.

Tiles that tell a tale

Also worth a close look are the carved circular pendants on the eave-end tiles facing
the street. The tiles at the cooperage on the north side of the street feature the kanji for
“vessel” or “container” (utsuwa) to reflect the cooper’s job as a maker of wooden

barrels, buckets, and pails.
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A sign of dubious character

Just opposite the post office is an old confectionery shop called Fukagawaya. Both the
building and its roofed sign date from 1784. While the sign has the name of the store’s
famous signature confection, seki no to, written on both sides, the character no is
written in hiragana on the eastern side (the side facing travelers going west toward
Kyoto), but in kanji on the western side (facing those heading east toward Edo). There
are conflicting theories as to the reason for this. Was hiragana used because Kyoto was
a culture of kana rather than kanji? Were people from Edo presumed to be too poorly
educated to read kanji? Or was the distinction made just to create a talking point and

bring attention to the store?

Buildings, chronologically arranged

There is a block on the north side of the street opposite Seki Jizoin Temple in which a
row of four buildings progresses from west to east in chronological order: from the
Edo-period Aizuya restaurant to the Meiji-era Yokanya, with its brick second-floor
facade and Western-style windows, to an elegant Taisho-era building (now a dog café),
and finally, a Showa-era liquor store. This series of buildings is typical of Seki Juku,
not just in their chronological diversity but because all the buildings are still in use,

despite their age.
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Hyakurokuri-tei and Chokan-tei: Pocket Park and Viewing Platform

Located more or less at the geographic center of Seki Juku, Hyakurokuri-tei is a small
park named for the town’s distance from the Tokaido road terminus at Nihonbashi in
Edo: 106 ri (hyakurokuri, equivalent to 424 kilometers). The old house that once stood
here has been demolished to create a space where visitors can sit and rest, eat a packed
lunch, or just get out of the sun or rain. (The park also serves an important practical
purpose as a firebreak.) The highlight of the park is Chokan-tei, a building with a
small viewing terrace on the second floor that affords fantastic views above the
roofline in both directions — west toward the mountains and Kyoto, and east toward

Tokyo.

The buildings in post-station towns tend to be on the low side because it was
considered improper for ordinary citizens to be able to look down on daimyo lords as
they proceeded to and from Edo. Most of the houses in Seki Juku have “insect-cage
windows” (mushiko-mado) on the second floor, which provide a very limited view
straight ahead through closely spaced bars. The bird’s-eye vista afforded by the

viewing platform is one that Seki’s Edo-period inhabitants never got to enjoy.

The view westward of the steep roof of Seki Jizoin Temple, Seki Juku’s tallest
building, is striking. Although the temple itself was first built in 741, the current
structure dates from 1700. The mountain ridge beyond is the natural boundary between
eastern and western Japan that made Seki the ideal site for the Suzuka Barrier (Sukuza
no Seki), a fortified checkpoint to guard the region around the imperial capital that lies

beyond. The barrier, which was constructed in the Nara period (710-794), gave Seki
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Juku its name.
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Higashi no Oiwake: The East Fork

Seki Juku was already a key transport node in the eighth century, almost a thousand
years before it prospered as one of the official stations on the Tokaido road connecting
Edo to Kyoto. It also connected Kyoto and Edo to Ise, the home of Ise Grand Shrine,

one of the oldest and most sacred Shinto sites.

Pilgrims who wished to make their way to Ise had to turn at Higashi no Oiwake (East
Fork), a junction at the east end of the town’s main street. They would then head south
for 60 kilometers, perhaps two or three days’ walk, on the Isebetsu Kaido. Currently, a
wooden torii gate from Ise Grand Shrine spans the entrance to the road to Ise. This was
presented to Seki Juku in 2013, when the shrine was being dismantled and rebuilt
according to the regular 20-year cycle that has been observed since 1690 (although the
practice itself dates back a further 1,000 years). Typically, building materials from the
old shrine are shared out among the other 123 shrines in the Ise complex, so it was a
great honor for Seki Juku to be given the torii, reflecting the role the town has played

in feeding and housing pilgrims to the shrine for more than a millennium.

During the Edo period (1603—1867), pilgrimages to religious sites were one of the few
forms of travel not prohibited by the Tokugawa shogunate. According to experts, Ise
received several hundred thousand visitors every year, and several times that number
in “lucky years” (okagedoshi). In 1830, which was one such year, it is estimated that
between four and five million pilgrims went to Ise. Although not all of them would
pass through Seki Juku, those figures give some idea of the town’s importance as a

transport hub.
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Seki Machinami (Townscape) Museum

This museum occupies a restored house from the late nineteenth century. The building
was acquired in 1985, one year after Seki Juku was designated a conservation area; it
opened as a museum in 1988 after a three-year restoration. The museum is designed to

give an idea of what a typical house of its era would have been like in Seki Juku.

The layout of the house is standard for a merchant’s dwelling in Seki Juku. A long
doma (packed-earth) corridor runs from the front to the back on the east side, while the
raised tatami rooms are all on the west side. The main house has a street frontage 4 ken
(7.2 m) wide, but it extends back 9 ken (16.2 m), meaning that it is much deeper than it
is wide. Both the front and inner doors feature a smaller wicket door known as a

kugurido.

There are no glass windows at the front or back of the house; protection from the
elements is provided only by fold-down shutters known as shitomido. In the ground-
floor front room, some items from shops and houses of the Edo period (1603—-1867)
and Meiji era (1868—1912) are on