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A large number of foreign volunteers participated 

in the activities of the Sendai Disaster Multilingual 

Support Center following the Great East Japan 

Earthquake. We talked with some of them.

Journalists Gavin Blair and Julian Ryall reflect 

on their experiences covering the March 11 disas-

ter and discuss Japan's prospects for recovery.

Indian restaurant 

owners and chefs 

have been warm-

ing  hea r t s  and 

bellies at tempo-

rary shel ters in 

northeast Japan.

Foreign travelers are re-

turning in numbers to a 

traditional inn in down-

town Tokyo.

We look at some 

of the winners of 

the Charming Jap-

anese Souvenir 

Contest 2011.

Tadatoshi Mamiya, president of the Japan Na-

tional Tourism Organization (JNTO), comments on 

the state of tourism in Japan today.
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Front cover: New students at Akita 
International University relax on a lawn at 
the campus.
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Close cooper-

ation between 

Japan, China 

and the Re-

p u b l i c  o f 

K o r e a  w a s 

confirmed at the fourth Trilateral Summit between 

the nations, held in Tokyo on May 21 and 22.

Prime Minister Naoto 

Kan  a t t ended  t he 

t h i r t y - s e ven th  G8 

Summit in Deauville 

on May 26 and 27.

Japan was the guest country of honor at this year’s 

Janadriyah Festival in Saudi Arabia.

Tetsuo Asakura is a leading researcher in the de-

velopment of artificial blood vessels using silk. We 

asked him about his work.

How Nishikimi Chuzo Co. reinvented the frying 

pan.

Held in arts centers and 

temporary shelters around 

Japan, Heartmark Viewing 

workshops are helping 

people give form to their feelings.
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IIn Tohoku, on the outskirts of Akita City, Akita Pre-

fecture, lies the lush green campus of Akita Interna-

tional University (AIU). For every student sitting alone 

reading on a bench surrounded by trees, you can 

also find students lying on great expanses of grass 

chatting with their friends. There is even a class being 

held with around twenty students gathered on a fairly 

large bench.

Since its founding in 2004, AIU has been actively 

recruiting exchange students.

“It's cool to be an AIU student, because I now have 

friends all over the world,” says Benjamin Bowers, an 

exchange student who came from the University of 

Colorado in the United States in April. “I want to 

meet as many people as I can in Japan.”

Since coming to Japan, Bowers has already done 

volunteer work three times with other AIU students 

in areas heavily damaged by the March 11 Great 

East Japan Earthquake. He’s been to places like 

Kesennuma in Miyagi Prefecture and Miyako in Iwate 

Prefecture, removing mud and debris from street 

ditches and homes.

“It was very hard work,” says Bowers. “I cleaned 

up the house of one married couple who said 
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‘thank you’ in English when I 

left and bowed to me many 

times. I was really glad to be 

able to help.”

Normally Japanese schools 

and colleges start their school 

year from April. But since the 

Great East Japan Earthquake 

struck just before that, there 

was uncertainty among many 

of the exchange students who 

were planning to come and 

among their families. Though 

Akita Prefecture was not directly 

affected by the quake, AIU has 

been disseminating informa-

tion through its website and by 

e-mail, responding to inquiries 

from exchange students to re-

lieve their fears.

“Everybody worried about radioactivity from the 

Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. But the AIU 

website has a link to another site releasing data 

about radiation levels every day,” says Candace 

Graue, another student who 

came from the University of 

Colorado in April. “By show-

ing this information to my 

parents, I was able to con-

vince them to let me go.”

Graue has been taking 

part in events both on and 

off the campus since she ar-

rived in Japan, deepening 

her relationships with many Japanese. She teaches 

English at a junior high school in Akita.

“Teaching English is really fun. I may work in Japan 

teaching English for a couple of years,” says Graue. 

“I came here with my boyfriend, and we have already 

decided that, when we get married, we will come to 

Japan on our honeymoon!”

The exchange students who left Japan and the 

areas that were damaged soon after the Great East 

Japan Earthquake have returned to their respective 

schools. According to a survey by the Ministry of Edu-

cation, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, of 

135 universities across Japan, as of May 20, 96% of 

the exchange students remain within commuting 

distance of their universities.

In this month’s special report we’ll be hearing from 

foreigners living in Japan who remained after the 

Great East Japan Earthquake, as well as those who 

have come recently, plus take a look at Japan as it 

returns to life as normal.

Benjamin Bowers (second from left) 
and Candace Graue (center) chat 
with Japanese friends on the 
campus of AIU.
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Foreign Volunteers 
on the Front Line

The activities of the Sendai International Re-

lations Association in Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture 

include holding Japanese language lessons for 

foreign residents, assisting exchange students 

and promoting international exchanges with 

city residents. After the Great East Japan Earth-

quake it set up the Sendai Disaster Multilingual 

Support Center (hereinafter, Support Center) 

to provide information to foreigners.

According to Nobuko Sudo of the Sendai 

International Relations Association, “For ten 

years we’ve been training volunteers in Sendai 

to assist foreigners in time of disaster. In April 

of last year we decided that in the event of a 

big disaster we would establish the Support 

Center as a base for providing linguistic assis-

tance to foreigners.”

On the evening of the day of the earthquake, 

March 11, staff members and volunteers began 

conducting operations as soon as the Sendai In-

ternational Relations Association set up the Sup-

port Center in the Sendai International Center.

At first, broadcasts of information on the di-

saster were made in simple Japanese, English, 

Chinese and Korean from an FM station within 

Sendai City. After that, new information was 

constantly disseminated in those languages not 

just over the radio but via the Internet as well.

Following the quake, the Center was inun-

dated with calls. In the first three days there 

were more than 600 inquiries. The majority of 

them were regarding the safety of foreigners 

living in Miyagi from family and friends in their 

home country. There were also many questions 

Two days after the quake, 
foreign volunteers man the 
phone lines in darkness.
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from foreign tourists traveling in the Tohoku 

region about how to return home. During the 

five days following the quake, the Support Cen-

ter operated twenty-four hours a day.

In addition, they went to the shelters around 

Sendai to confirm the safety of foreigners and 

to distribute information.

Since the situation has become more stable, 

the Support Center concluded these operations 

on April 30. At its busiest, around twenty staff 

members and more than thirty volunteers were 

conducting activities.

“It was a big help having the foreign volun-

teers post information on Facebook and Twitter,” 

says Sudo. “Hopefully the efforts of the Support 

Center were able to ease the worries of those 

foreigners who cannot understand Japanese.”

Help in the Mother Tongue
A large number of foreign volunteers participated 

in the activities of the Support Center following 

the Great East Japan Earthquake. Osamu Sawaji 

of the Japan Journal spoke to Niu HaiLi from 

China, Lee Sihngeum from South Korea  and El 

Moutaouakil Amine from Morocco, who are ex-

change students at Tohoku University. All three 

had received training as linguistic volunteers in 

time of disaster from the Sendai International 

Relations Association before the quake.

Where were you at the time of the 
earthquake, and what activities were 
you involved in as a volunteer?

Niu HaiLi: I was at home when the quake hit. 

As soon as the shaking died down I headed for 

the Sendai International Relations Association. 

From there I went to an FM radio station and 

recorded disaster information that would be 

broadcast in Chinese. I then returned to the 

Center and all night long I responded to inqui-

ries from Japan and abroad. Most of them were 

about the safety of friends and family living in 

the Sendai area. My own family was terribly 

worried about me too, so I understood their 

feelings of anxiety. There was no electricity the 

night after the earthquake and we had to rely 

on the light of flashlights. When I received 

training in disaster preparedness before the 

quake, I didn’t fully understand why they said 

that radios and flashlights were so important. 

Because of the blackout I experienced first-

hand their necessity because not only did we 

not have light, there was no way of getting in-

formation either.

In the days following the quake, I stayed in 

Sendai for several days to translate information 

about the disaster, record disaster information 

in Chinese for broadcast on FM radio, and vis-

ited shelters to provide information to foreign-

ers there.

Lee Sihngeum: I was on the fifth floor of a 

building in Sendai at my part-time job teaching 

Korean to three Japanese students. The build-

ing swayed so much it felt like we were on a 

Foreign volunteers recording disaster-related 
information in their native languages for broadcast on 
FM radio.
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roller coaster. I was so frightened that I could 

barely breathe, but one of the students held 

onto my arm tightly and said, “It’s all right. It’s 

all right,” so I was able to calm down.

I began volunteering at the Center the next 

day. I answered calls about the safety of individu-

als from Japan and abroad, translated disaster 

information, recorded disaster information in 

Korean for FM radio broadcast, and went around 

to the shelters to give information to foreigners.

Things are expressed differently in the Japa-

nese and Korean languages, so I did my best to 

translate using words that anyone could under-

stand. Also, when I spoke directly with Koreans 

on the phone or at the shelters, to people who 

wanted to check on the safety of others, or to 

disaster victims, I always tried to do so by em-

pathizing with them. For example, I would listen 

earnestly to those with questions, and do my 

utmost to accurately communicate the informa-

tion I had received at the Center or from the TV 

news. I would also try to make them not feel 

isolated by saying, “Whenever you feel anxious, 

give us a call.”

El Moutaouakil Amine: I was in a laboratory 

on the fifth floor of a building on campus at the 

time of the earthquake. I was surprised by the 

shaking, and hid under a table. A computer fell 

off of a desk and broke. As part of the disaster 

preparedness training I had before the quake, I 

was able to experience an earthquake in an 

earthquake simulation truck, but the actual 

shaking was even stronger than that. After the 

quake subsided, I visited a few of the shelters 

near the university to check if there were any 

foreigners there. At one shelter there was a 

Frenchman who couldn’t speak Japanese, so I 

stayed there for the night.

Why did you decide to remain in 
Japan after the earthquake?

Niu: I wanted to help out as a volunteer. I didn’t 

want to go straight back to my country. Also, 

when I saw people in Sendai going back to work 

just like they always had, and the way the Japa-

nese volunteers handled things so calmly, I de-

cided that staying in Sendai would be OK. My 

mother in China was terribly worried, so I did 

go back on March 25, but when I listened to 

what my friends in Sendai said, I decided that it 

was safe there. My family wanted me to stay a 

little longer in China since there was still trouble 

with aftershocks and the accident at the nuclear 

power plant, but I explained that life for people 

in Sendai had already returned to normal, and 

came back to Japan on April 15. After returning 

Niu HaiLi
Niu HaiLi came to Japan 
four years ago from China 
and entered Tohoku 
University. At the time of 
the earthquake, she was 
enrolled in the first term 
of the doctorate program 
at the Graduate School of 
International Cultural 
Studies, Tohoku University. 
She has now graduated.

Lee Sihngeum
Lee Sihngeum came to 

Japan from South Korea 
eleven years ago and 

entered Tohoku University. 
She is presently enrolled 

in the School of Law, 
Tohoku University 

doctorate program.
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I went back to handling inquiries about people’s 

safety and translating just as I had done before 

I went to China.

Lee: My parents and friends who live in Korea 

were very worried, and urged me to return 

home. But I felt I wanted to look out for those 

who were rebuilding in the disaster stricken 

areas and dealing with the accident at the nu-

clear power plant. And after the earthquake 

many of my Japanese friends phoned or emailed 

me to say, “Are you all right?” or “Do you have 

enough food?” I wanted to stay in Japan to show 

my appreciation for their kindness.

El Moutaouakil: The tsunami and accident at 

the nuclear power plant were carried by the Ara-

bic and French language media, so my family in 

Morocco contacted me every day asking me to 

come home. But I just kept telling them that a 

tsunami would never reach where I live, that 

Sendai is so far from the TEPCO Fukushima 

Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant that there was no 

need to worry about radiation, and that they 

should just trust my decision to stay. I also have 

a responsibility as a linguistic volunteer in time 

of disaster, and I wanted to do something for 

the Japanese people too, so I stayed in Japan.

How would you like to put to use the 
experience you gained as a volunteer?

Niu: Throughout this disaster, many of my Jap-

anese friends supported me emotionally, always 

asking “Are you all right?” Also, through my 

experience of the volunteer activities I came to 

understand the importance of translating using 

the correct words, so I think I’d like do some 

kind of interpretation work in the future.

Lee: Even though this earthquake was a natural 

disaster like no one has ever experienced before, 

I felt the victims didn’t feel any resentment about 

it, and just went on dealing with things positively. 

I felt so happy when one of the Japanese students 

to whom I taught Korean told me, “You must have 

been really frightened. You come from Korea 

where there are no earthquakes, but still you did 

volunteer work. I really admire you for that.”

After this disaster, many new laws will be-

come necessary in Japan which could become 

examples for Korea. In the future I’d like to 

bring together Japan and Korea in the area I’m 

currently studying, law.

El Moutaouakil: Right after the quake, at one 

of the shelters I saw Japanese victims take the 

food that had been handed out to them and give 

it to foreigners who had also taken shelter 

there. I was very moved to witness these sights 

of people helping each other out even when 

they cannot communicate in words.

After having gone through this experi-

ence, my interest in how earthquakes are 

predicted and how damage can be reduced 

has been heightened.

El Moutaouakil Amine
El Moutaouakil Amine 

came to Japan from 
Morocco five years ago 

and entered Tohoku 
University. He is currently 

enrolled in the School of 
Engineering, Tohoku 

University, majoring in 
Electrical and 

Communication 
Engineering.
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How do you think the media handled 
the story?

Julian Ryall: In the first few days we saw knee-

jerk responses in much of the coverage over-

seas. The photographs on the front pages were 

horrific enough, but some of the headlines and 

stories were totally unjustified. That was partly 

the fault of the Japanese news sources, because 

[in the case of the nuclear accident] with 

TEPCO not giving out anything useful to the 

Ministries, the foreign media fell back on rumor 

and hyperbole. The Japanese Government 

needs to do a better job of getting its message 

across, because if they don’t, they run the risk 

of other people doing it for them. 

Gavin Blair: I disagree. Some of what was pub-

lished was just blatant sensationalism, designed 

to sell papers. However, it’s true that initially there 

was a lack of information and then a flood of vague 

information coming out of the Ministries. 

What is the mood in the disaster-
stricken area today?

JR: I sense people are resigned to their lot now. 

They want more from the Government, of 

course, to move out of the school halls into their 

own space, for example. The Government fell 

2,500 short of its target of providing 30,000 tem-

porary homes by the end of May, which given 

all the problems, is pretty good. Three months 

after the quake, the region is still in the early 

stages of recovery. You go up there and you see 

a fire brigade from Kobe and a police team from 

Akita—and that’s wonderful. In Japan this di-

saster won’t be forgotten.

GB: The Japanese media have kept on the 

story too.

Traditional industries in the region 
have been badly damaged. How will 
the region respond?

JR: One commentator I spoke to suggested 

Defining Moments
Two leading foreign journalists in Japan discuss the response of the Government, media and ordinary 

people to the March 11 disaster.

Julian Ryall (left) covered the March 11 disaster for the 
Daily Telegraph, South China Morning Post, Scotsman and 
Agence France-Presse, among other media outlets.
Gavin Blair (right) covered the disaster for the Christian 
Science Monitor, Global Post, Fox TV and Al Jazeera, 
among other media outlets.
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turning that vast tract of contaminated land 

around the nuclear plant into a colossal wind 

farm or huge solar plant. They’ll have no plan-

ning issues. They should go for it big time. Pro-

vide energy to northern Japan through wind 

and solar plants on a huge scale. They have no 

choice but to look for alternatives.

GB: The last time Japan faced a crisis like this 

was the oil shock in the early 1970s. The result 

was an increase in efficiency in Japanese indus-

try. That is likely to happen again. Japan will 

look to increase its use of renewable energy… 

JR: Logically, yes. Japanese companies are ex-

perts in advanced technologies; hopefully, the 

disaster of March 11 might just encourage an 

increased take up of what they are good at. In 

the past there has been a reluctance to incorpo-

rate new technologies in Japan, sometimes be-

cause they are a bit more expensive than what 

the country already has, but problems have 

been exposed with conventional energy sourc-

es, and the uptake of alternative energy sources 

should now increase, even if they are more ex-

pensive. The attitude must be: For the good of 

all of us, let’s do this anyway! 

Prime Minister Kan recently 
announced Japan aims to install 
solar panels on the roofs of 10 
million houses by 2020. 

GB: That’s ambitious, but clearly there will be 

a big push. 

JR: I’d love to see it. Japan needs new indus-

tries to get the economy going again.

How would you rate Japan’s 
prospects at this time?

GB: If Japan has been shaken out of its com-

placency then the long-term prognosis is good. 

Japanese young people have come in for a lot 

of criticism in recent years, but as many com-

mentators have said, this could be a defining 

moment for the way they look at things. Japa-

nese people are incredibly resilient. It’s when 

the pressure’s on that you find out about peo-

ple, and the people really did impress me after 

this disaster. Nevertheless, Japan faces many 

difficulties: an aging population, huge national 

debt, problems in the political process, the 

economic downturn and now the disaster of 

March 11. I hope that in confronting these dif-

ficulties Japan can become a proper democra-

cy, but keep all the good things about the 

country as well.

JR: I’m very optimistic, especially if lessons are 

learned and companies clean up their acts. 

There is an island mentality here of, we’re all in 

this together, and that sense of community will 

surely stand Japan in good stead. After the 

quake, we saw everyone working together, 

pitching in. The people in the shelters had next 

to nothing, but they’d wait patiently for crack-

ers or water; we saw no pushing in line…

GB: People were actually trying to give us their 

food supplies. I remember leaving one shelter 

and someone had lined up our shoes by the 

door. Thinking of other people at a time like 

that… ‘You’ve done well,’ they’d say, ‘coming 

up from Tokyo. Take care of yourself.’… Truly, 

truly humbling.
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OOn March 11, the great earthquake and subse-­

quent tsunami caused extensive damage in the 

Tohoku region. Some people from India now resid-­

ing in Japan decided that they wanted to help as 

much as they could, but in a method that would be 

warming to the soul as well as the body. Ethnic res-­

taurant owner Markus, the Indian chef he employs 

and his crew from the kitchen prepared to distribute 

servings of curry to those taking refuge after the di-­

saster. In all, they have made two trips up to the 

stricken northeast area of Japan. In the Japanese 

capital of Tokyo, people have the opportunity to 

enjoy all types of food but those being served emer-­

gency rations do not have much choice.

Originally from Delhi, India, Markus had opened 

an ethnic restaurant near the center of Tokyo which 

attracts many foreigners, as there are many restau-­

rants serving international dishes in the vicinity. His is 

an Indian restaurant named Bukhara, which holds 

various events such as belly dancing and Maharajah 

nights featuring Indian dances. Bukhara has been 

very busy, even after March. In late May for example 

a party was held by a foreign-­affiliated company to 

highlight the global makeup of his customers. 

Japanese and South African co-workers share a laugh 
at Bukhara.

Diners at Bukhara in Roppongi, Tokyo, 
enjoy a belly dance performance.
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The owner of Bukhara also is managing director of 

Asahi Travel Service, a travel agency in India with a 

branch in Tokyo, as well as head of a business con-­

sulting company. It was when he had traveled back 

to India on March 13, of course to fulfill a prior tour 

commitment (he returned on March 25), that 

Markus held an ad-hoc meeting with other Indian 

businesspeople aboard the plane on how to assist 

Japan in the aftermath of the quake and tsunami di-­

saster. As he had connections with Buddhist temples 

in Tohoku, he asked what was needed and received 

the reply that warm food would be most welcome to 

those in the cold northeastern climes. Since Markus 

realized that he and his Indian employees could 

offer what they made best in large amounts while 

providing “visible support” (seeing foreigners ladling 

out food) would be an ideal way of showing the refu-­

gees that they cared.

The Buddhist temple in Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture, 

that had conveyed the need for warm food became 

the temporary base for feeding a total of 1,000 peo-­

ple (in three locations nearby) over a two-day period 

from April 18 to 20. The second time Markus visited 

Tohoku, on May 21 and 22, he went to Ishinomaki, 

Miyagi Prefecture, which is home to the Ishinomori 

Manga Gallery and nearby the Ishinomaki MANGA 

Island that had been devastated by the tsunami. The 

second northeast excursion, which entailed serving 

some 1,000 refugees simultaneously, saw the Indi-­

ans from Bukhara Restaurant being assisted by over 

a dozen volunteers from the Japanese company 

Mega with which Markus had connections. The Indi-­

an entrepreneur indicated that he would continue 

his efforts as long as they were requested by those 

in need in the disaster-stricken areas, this time as 

the weather gets warmer considering offering other 

fare (although actually spicier curry can help beat 

the summer heat as well) in addition to other items, 

apparently readying warm clothing in advance of the 

colder times to come later this year.

Indian and Japanese volunteers prepare and serve hot curry meals to victims of the Great East Japan Earthquake, here in 
Ishinomaki, Miyagi Prefecture in May. Restaurant owner Markus stands at right in the largest of the three photographs.
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B“Back to the good old days” might be the perfect 

way to describe Sawanoya, a traditional Japanese 

inn (ryokan) founded in 1949, which has been ca-

tering to foreign guests for the past three decades. 

And this now seems to hold true even after the dip 

in those coming to Japan from abroad. Located in 

the downtown area of Tokyo called “Yanesen”—col-

lectively comprising the Yanaka-Nezu-Sendagi dis-

tricts known for artisans, temples and the quaint 

charm of old Edo (the former name for Tokyo)—

those accommodated at Sawanoya can experience 

the Japanese lifestyle of yore, sleeping on futon bed-

ding placed upon the tatami floor or using the collec-

tive bath among other things. According to the pro-

prietor, Isao Sawa, although the long waiting list of 

those wishing to stay there has been shortened a bit 

after the events of March 11 (for a month or so after 

the quake the inn even experienced days when it 

had no guests at all), guests are now returning.

In terms of statistics, the average room occupancy 

rate for the month of April (the March rate having 

A typical Japanese-style room at Sawanoya
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Isao Sawa helps a British traveler plan a 
journey using a map on the wall of the inn.
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been 51% due to filled rooms through mid-March) 

fell below the 50% mark for the first time in thirty 

years since Sawanoya publicized itself as a “foreigner-

friendly” inn. Proprietor Sawa highlighted the point 

that guests began returning in earnest from May, 

comprising both repeaters, many of whom have be-

come closely acquainted with the Sawa family, in 

addition to newcomers. Of the first-timers—who 

could easily find out the good things on offer and 

even place reservations via the Internet—most indi-

cated they would like to return again after their de-

lightful experiences at the inn. 

The proprietor also stated that since most of its 

customers were independent travelers who obtained 

information through guidebooks or other means and 

decided for themselves where to stay, the mass 

cancellation of reservations made by agencies had 

little effect on his inn. 

A visit on a typical Monday morning indicated that 

there were overseas visitors from France, Switzer-

land, Singapore, the United States and United King-

dom. A guest who has frequented Sawanoya since 

1993 is Professor Jean K. Wilcox, stopping over on 

her way back from Kobe, where during her two and 

half weeks there with her students from the United 

States she found the situation to be the same as al-

ways. She said that the news reports being circulated 

outside of Japan were greatly overblown. She also 

visited Himeji and discovered things in Kansai to be 

as normal as could be. The only difference she 

seemed to notice in Tokyo was that some escalators 

had been stopped as part of energy-savings efforts 

adopted to ease the electrical power demand. Dr. 

Wilcox stated that since staying with the Sawa family 

was like returning to her second home, given the 

chance she would again try to stay in Sawanoya be-

fore the year was out.

A new visitor coming to Japan after spending three 

years teaching in Indonesia, a British man named 

Michael, found his sojourn at Sawanoya 

to be peaceful, enabling him to sleep 

well. Michael had always wanted to visit 

Japan but based on his information 

sources felt now was the time to see 

how things were, deciding it was safe. 

As expected, he found Japan to be a 

comfortable place to stay. As for this 

season’s humidity, he smiled and said 

that after Indonesia, the weather here 

was not at all a problem. 

Another new visitor, a traditional Chi-

nese pharmacy owner Darrel Mok, came 

on holiday with his wife from Singapore to Japan for 

the first time. He noted that he had been interested in 

visiting Japan in spring and found Japan to be fantas-

tic, as he liked the culture, the cleanliness and espe-

cially the Japanese people who were very helpful de-

spite the language difference. They were much taken 

also by the friendliness of the Sawa family and the 

inn’s facilities. Having visited the Shibuya and Harajuku 

as well as nearby Ueno and Akihabara shopping dis-

tricts, they said that they would like to come back 

again to Sawanoya, next time with their children.

The Sawa family waves goodbye to two Singaporean guests.
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TThe final screening for the Charming Japanese 

Souvenir Contest 2011 took place on February 18, 

2011 in Tokyo. From among approximately 100 

souvenirs passing the documentary screening out of 

755 applications received from all over the country, 

one Grand Prize, nine Category Awards, fifteen Inter-

national Awards and one Special Award—for the In-

ternational Year of Forests—were selected.

The Grand Prize was awarded to the City Postcard 

series of cards which, when folded according to 

guideline indentations, stand up to illustrate a tradi-

tional Japanese wooden building such as a candy 

store, bathhouse or restaurant.

Chairman of the Screening Committee Kong Yi, 

who is representative director of Ten-I (interpreters 

and exchange program consultants) and a Visit Japan 

ambassador, said of the City Postcard series, “It in-

corporates the Japanese technique of paper cutout 

to create excellent reproductions of scenes of Japan. 

The cards can be used to write messages to family 

and friends about recollections of scenes encoun-

tered when traveling.”

Susumu Yamaoka, designer of the City Postcard 

series, commented, “I’m honored to win the Grand 

Prize. Postcards are easy to accept because they 

are such everyday tools. Traditional wooden 

cityscapes are gradually disappearing, and it’s im-

portant that we hold on to and cherish these build-

ings. I’m happy that such a familiar product as the 

postcard is still able to evoke fond memories among 

people both at home and abroad of Japan’s tradi-

tional cityscapes.”

Most of the prize-winning products are on sale at 

the Japanese souvenir shop Sakura in Narita Interna-

tional Airport, where previous prize-winning products 

are also on sale.
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  Grand Prize

City Postcard
This city postcard series illustrates traditional 

Japanese buildings such as a candy store, bath house 

or restaurant. One set of four cards: 1,260 yen. 

(Made by Susumu Yamaoka.) 

Available from Wise-Wise Tools in Tokyo 

Midtown, and Tei Park Museum Shop at the 

Communications Museum in Chiyoda Ward, Tokyo.

  Traditional Japan Category Gold Prize

Handmade miniature kimono
Miniature kimono 30 cm high. Hand-sewn and made 

in almost exactly the same way as a real kimono. 

Includes freestanding rack for hanging. Price: 5,000 

yen (Nishida Shoten).

Tel/Fax: 81(0)771-54-0024

e-mail: nishida-55@mbox.kyoto-inet.or.jp

  Cool Japan Category Gold Prize

Sushi-shape USB memory 
souvenir set
A souvenir that combines an authentic-looking sushi 

display model with a USB flash drive. The packaging 

is in the shape of a bento lunchbox. Price for USB 

flash drive and package set: 3,150 yen (Kyoto Silk).

Available from Kyoto Silk, a Kyoto store 

specializing in Japanese souvenirs. Also on sale at the 

store’s website: www.japanesegift.jp/

  Essential Japan Category Gold Prize

Set of three cases of twenty 
triangular toothpicks with 
fine pattern
The cross-sectional surface of the wooden toothpicks 

is shaped like an isosceles triangle to match narrow 

interdental spaces. 315 yen (Koeisha).

Available from Mitsukoshi, Takashimaya, Seibu, 

Daimaru and other Tokyo department stores.

Japanese Government Internet TV  “Charming Japanese Souvenir Contest” (English) ☞ http://nettv.gov-online.go.jp/eng/prg/prg2191.html



T
What is the current status regarding 
the visitor arrivals to Japan from 
overseas for sightseeing or business?

Tadatoshi Mamiya: After the March 11 earth-

quake the number of foreign visitors decreased 

drastically. However, since about one month 

after the disaster the numbers have been recov-

ering little by little. From around the middle of 

April, the warnings against travel to Japan issued  

by different countries began to relax, and tour 

groups started arriving from Asia, Europe and 

the United States again. At the end of May we 

also had around eighty volunteers from Oregon 

in the United States to remove debris in Miyagi 

and Iwate Prefectures. The tour members, rang-

ing in age from teenagers to people in their 

eighties, stayed in Japan for about a week. 

Senior figures from tourist bureaus and 

travel agencies from all over the world as well 

as the media have also been arriving in Japan in 

large numbers.

Because of these things, it appears as if the 

word is spreading that, “I went to Japan, but ev-

erything was completely normal.”

What is the JNTO doing to restore 
visitor arrivals to Japan from 
overseas?

The JNTO is attending tourism conventions 

being held in countries all over the world and 

raising awareness about the safety of tourism in 

Japan. For example, I participated in the World 

Travel and Tourism Council’s (WTTC) Global 

Travel & Tourism Summit held in Las Vegas 

from May 18. Partly because the summit will be 

held in Tokyo next April, this year a very large 

delegation was sent from Japan. We explained to 

the leaders of the sightseeing industry of every 

country that, except for a few areas such as 

around TEPCO’s Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 

Power Plant, there are no problems with con-

ducting tourism in Japan. We also explained that 

the government is taking responsibility for moni-

toring radiation levels in food, and that only food 

which is safe is going to market. Through these 

explanations we gained everyone’s understand-

ing. Immediately, the chairman of the British 

Tourist Authority, Visit Britain, said, “I’d like 

you to give this presentation in Britain. I’ll get 

the travel companies together for it.”

I strongly believe it is necessary to conduct 

“information catering,” whereby people actually 

meet face to face and share information directly.

Visit Japan, Visit Tohoku!
With inbound tourism now little by little picking up in Japan following 

the disaster of March 11, the Japan Journal’s Junko Nakanishi asked 

Tadatoshi Mamiya, president of the Japan National Tourism Organization 

(JNTO), for his thoughts on the prospects for the industry.
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There are many kinds of information 
available on the JNTO website. What 
information can we get to understand 
how safe sightseeing in Japan is?

A “Japan Travel Updates after the 3.11 Earth-

quake” page was made on the JNTO website. 

There you can find easy-to-understand detailed 

explanations about the safety of sightseeing in 

Japan. For example, there is information such 

as the distance of various places from where 

the nuclear power plant accident occurred, an 

illustration showing the amount of radiation re-

ceived from things like an x-ray or an airplane 

flight, and comparisons of the amount of radia-

tion in Tokyo and other cities overseas.

What’s more, you can view video messages 

from famous people like Canadian pop star 

Justin Bieber and British fashion designer Paul 

Smith. There are also video messages from for-

eigners sightseeing in places like Kyoto and 

Osaka, and expatriates living in Japan. The live 

streaming broadcasts of Shibuya and Akihabara 

in Tokyo are also popular.

What tourist spots do you 
recommend in Tohoku?

There are many tourist spots in Tohoku where 

you can enjoy Japanese history and nature. The 

best examples are the World Nature Heritage 

Site Shirakami-Sanchi, and Hiraizumi, which is 

scheduled to become a World Cultural Heritage 

Site in the near future. There is also Sakata, 

Yamagata Prefecture, which flourished as a 

port city during the Edo period [1603–1867]. 

Many old buildings remain that are reminiscent 

of that era. If you take the Gono train line that 

runs along the coast between Akita and Aomori, 

you can enjoy the beautiful views of the blue 

Sea of Japan and Shirakami-Sanchi, which is 

covered in virgin Japanese beech forest.

The scenery of Matsushima in Miyagi Pre-

fecture is also fabulous. To show our apprecia-

tion to people overseas for the support received 

from around the world for the earthquake, the 

JNTO, with the cooperation of the Japan Asso-

ciation of Travel Agents, distributed photo post-

cards at airports to Japanese tourists departing 

from Japan. We also distributed them at JNTO 

overseas offices. The photos were of Japanese 

scenery with “Thank you” “Hope to see you 

again in Japan” printed on them in English and 

other languages. When I handed a postcard of 

Matsushima to the head of the Singapore Tour-

ism Board who had come to Japan, he said, “I 

definitely am going to visit this place.”

There are also many hot springs in Tohoku. 

At Mount Zao in Yamagata and Miyagi Pre-

fectures, besides the hot springs, you can 

also see juhyo [snow-covered “monster” trees] 

in winter.

The food is wonderful as well. You especially 

must try fruits such as Aomori apples, grapes 

from Yamagata, and cherries from Fukushima.

But most of all, the people of Tohoku are in-

credibly friendly. Even after the Tohoku region 

suffered so much damage from the earthquake, 

the kindness and hospitality of the people there 

hasn’t changed in the least. Without a doubt, a 

vacation in Tohoku will be something you re-

member forever. By coming to Tohoku for 

sightseeing, foreigners can also bring happi-

ness to the people there. You can have great 

confidence in the safety of Japan, so please do 

come and visit us.
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TThe Japan-China-ROK Trilateral Summit was held 

in Tokyo on May 21 and 22. The Summit has been 

held annually since 2008, this being the fourth Tri-

lateral Summit. Japan also hosted the first summit.

Prior to the summit, on May 21, China’s Premier 

Wen Jiabao and ROK’s President Lee Myung-bak 

paid separate visits to the area struck by the Great 

East Japan Earthquake. Both gave flower offerings in 

tsunami-devastated Natori, Miyagi Prefecture, and 

then met with people living at an evacuation center 

to encourage them.

The two leaders later joined Prime Minister Naoto 

Kan in Fukushima City, where together they visited a 

shelter for residents evacuated from the area affected 

by TEPCO’s Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant 

accident. After eating cherries and vegetables grown 

in Fukushima Prefecture, they went around the shel-

ter to give encouragement to the victims.

The following day, May 22, the three heads of 

state held their summit at the State Guest House 

in Tokyo. 

At the meeting, Prime Minister Kan expressed his 

gratitude to China and ROK for their support and ex-

pressions of solidarity in the wake of the Great East 

Japan Earthquake. He thanked Premier Wen and 

President Lee in particular for including in their tight 

schedules visits to the disaster-affected areas and 

shelters in Sendai and Fukushima, pointing out how 

doing so helped show those at home and abroad 

that these areas and Japan as a whole are safe. 

Then, Prime Minister Kan explained his outlook, 

that there was downward pressure on the Japanese 

economy in the short term, but that the economy 

would be back on course for recovery later this year. 

He explained that he saw the earthquake as an op-

portunity to recover from the “crisis within a crisis” 

and revitalize Japan as a vigorous society, and ex-

pressed his will to address recovery by incorporating 

vitality from other countries.

After their meeting, the Summit Declaration and 

three Annexes—Cooperation on Nuclear Safety, 

Cooperation toward Sustainable Growth through 

Promotion of Renewable Energy and Energy Effi-

ciency, and Cooperation on Disaster Manage-

Japan-China-ROK 
Trilateral Summit

PRIME MINISTER’S DIARY
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Japan’s Prime Minister Naoto 
Kan and ROK’s President Lee 
Myung-bak attend a joint 
press conference after the 
Japan-China-ROK Trilateral 
Summit, May 22.



ment—were issued.

The Japan-China-ROK Summit Declara-

tion states that the three leaders shared 

the will to further strengthen the future-

oriented comprehensive cooperative part-

nership, and shared the importance of 

helping each other, especially at times of 

disaster and adversity.

In addition, regarding disaster manage-

ment and nuclear safety, it included state-

ments that Japan is committed to sharing 

with China, ROK and the international com-

munity at large the lessons learned from 

the nuclear accident and the earthquake, and that 

they agreed to strengthen the trilateral cooperation 

in disaster management and nuclear safety.

Moreover, the Summit Declaration states that the 

three countries shared the view that it is important to 

promote renewable energy use and enhance energy 

efficiency toward sustainable growth. Commitments 

to construct a trilateral cooperative framework re-

garding such areas as economic growth, people-to-

people and cultural exchanges, and the environment 

and sustainable development were also included. 

Bilateral Meetings
On May 22, Prime Minister Kan held individual 

meetings with Premier Wen and President Lee. In 

the Japan-China summit meeting, the leaders agreed 

to promote cooperation for reconstruction assistance 

and tourism promotion in the wake of the Great East 

Japan Earthquake. Cooperation includes sending 

missions (a mission consisting of tourism-related in-

dustries and a mission aiming at promoting trade, 

investment and reconstruction assistance) from 

China to Japan, measures for increasing the export 

of agricultural and other products from Japan 

and promoting people-to-people exchanges 

between the two countries.

At the Japan-ROK summit meeting, Prime 

Minister Naoto Kan and President Lee Myung-

Bak agreed on  the Japan-ROK Nuclear Safety 

Initiative, which includes cooperation in the 

international arena regarding nuclear safety 

and enhancement of the exchange of infor-

mation during normal times. They also issued 

the Japan-ROK Partnership for Tohoku Re-

covery and Tourism, which contains support 

for the rebuilding of Tohoku and cooperation 

toward the revitalization of tourism.
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Prime Minister Kan and Premier Wen meet with disaster victims at 
an evacuation center.

Prime Minister Kan and President Lee share a laugh with a 
young family at an evacuation center.



OOn May 24, Prime Minister Naoto Kan arrived in 

Paris to pay an official visit to the French Republic 

and to attend the G8 Summit in Deauville. On May 

25, he held talks with French Prime Minister Fran-

çois Fillon at the Prime Minister’s Office, after which 

he participated in a working lunch summit meeting 

with French President Nicolas Sarkozy at the Presi-

dential Palace.

At the start of the meeting, President Sarkozy ex-

pressed his solidarity with and support for the Japa-

nese people in the aftermath of the Great East Japan 

Earthquake. On the topic of nuclear safety, Prime 

Minister Kan stated that Japan would aim to estab-

lish the world’s highest levels of nuclear safety while 

thoroughly investigating the causes of the nuclear 

accident. He also said that Japan would share the 

information and lessons learned with the interna-

tional community and lead international discussion 

on the topic. 

On the nuclear accident, the Prime Minister ex-

plained that with the cooperation of the international 

community, Japan is working to settle the situation 

and stabilize the nuclear re-

actors. He thanked France 

for the support given related 

to the clean up of highly ir-

radiated water.

In the evening of May 25, 

Prime Minister Kan attend-

ed the Commemoration 

Ceremony of the 50th Anni-

versary of the OECD, on 

the occasion of the OECD 

Ministerial Council Meeting 

at its Headquarters, and delivered a speech in which 

he said that Japan would review its basic energy plan 

and address four challenges, as well as renewed Ja-

pan’s commitment to continuing to work together 

with the OECD.

The first challenge, he said, is the safety of nuclear 

energy, and to achieve the highest standard of nu-

clear safety by drawing on the lessons from the nu-

clear accidents. The second is the environmental 

challenge of fossil fuels, which is to promote the 

efficient use of fossil fuels and minimize the emis-

sion of carbon dioxide (CO2) to the limit by drawing 

on the most advanced technologies. The third chal-

lenge concerns the practical use of renewable en-

ergy, which is to mobilize all of Japan’s resources to 

break the barrier to practical use due to such as-

pects as technology and costs, and will elevate re-

newable energy to one of society’s core energy 

sources. The fourth challenge is the potential of 

energy efficiency, which is to achieve energy effi-

ciency without compromising the comfort of life in 

households and communities.

G8 Deauville Summit
PRIME MINISTER’S DIARY
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World leaders attend the photo call before the G8 Deauville Summit.



Prime Minister 

Kan stated, “In Japan 

there is an old dic-

tum, ‘Learn to be 

contented.’ What 

this dictum teaches 

us is not to endlessly 

increase our own desire, but to learn where an ap-

propriate level is.

“As the whole of humankind is facing global envi-

ronmental challenges and vari-

ous conflicts arise due to energy 

issues today, I wonder if this is 

indeed the question that we, 

who live on this earth, are now 

confronted with.”

G8 Summit
Prime Minister Naoto Kan at-

tended the Deauville G8 Sum-

mit on May 26 and 27. In his 

remarks at the beginning of the 

Summit, he expressed his grati-

tude for the assistance and friendship from around 

the world as well as explaining that Japan would do 

its utmost to bring the nuclear accident under con-

trol and achieve recovery. The prime minister also 

laid out the four challenges that he unveiled the 

previous day at the OECD. In response, the other 

leaders renewed their heartfelt sympathy to and 

solidarity with Japan, paying tribute to the courage 

and dignity shown by Japanese people amid the 

difficult situation.

In addition, Prime Minister Kan stated that Japan 

would fulfill its responsibility by sharing the experi-

ences and lessons learned from the nuclear accident 

and explained that he has launched the Accident In-

vestigation and Verification Committee to promote 

the highest levels of nuclear safety worldwide. He 

also announced an initiative to host an international 

meeting on nuclear safety in Japan in the latter half 

of 2012 in cooperation with the IAEA. 

The leaders discussed wide-ranging issues re-

garding the current world situations. Prime Minister 

Kan led the discussion on North Korea, and the 

G8 leaders jointly sent a strong message against 

North Korea.

With regard to the Middle East and North Africa, 

Prime Minister Kan expressed Japan’s intention to 

contribute to assistance for the region, focusing on 

(a) fair political process and government, (b) human 

resource development, and (c) job creation and fos-

tering of industries. At the dialogue with African lead-

ers, Prime Minister Kan expressed Japan’s resolve to 

continue to contribute to African development by 

implementing the comprehensive pledges it made 

at the 4th Tokyo International Conference on African 

Development (TICAD IV).
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FFrom April 13 to 29, the 26th Janadriyah Festival 

was held in this suburb of Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. The 

annual heritage and folk culture festival is organized 

by the National Guard and opened by King Abdullah. 

Pavilions for different provinces, government agen-

cies and corporations line the 1.5 square kilometer 

grounds. Events and exhibitions demonstrate Saudi 

Arabia’s traditional culture, including folk 

dances, camel races, arts and crafts. It is re-

ported that the attendance each year runs 

into several millions.

Every year since 2008, one foreign country is in-

vited as a guest of honor to the Janadriyah Festival. 

This year Japan was invited as the first guest country 

from Asia. The Japanese Government, in coopera-

tion with 

p r i v a t e 

companies, 

Visiting Japan 
at the Janadriyah Festival

TOPICS
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set up the Japan Pavilion under the 

theme, “Cool! Japan for the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia.”

The Japan Pavilion was divided into 

four sections with a distinct theme for 

each, displaying the allure of Japan 

from a variety of perspectives, from 

traditional culture to leading edge 

technology. For example, the “present 

day” zone introduced things having to 

do with the everyday lives of Japa-

nese, such as fashion and food, 

through displays of actual items and 

visual images. In the “future” zone, 

Japanese corporations put on display 

cutting-edge products such as automobiles and 

home appliances. In addition, on the stage built like 

a Japanese traditional room, the demonstrations of 

Japanese culture such as the tea ceremony and 

flower arranging were very popular.

Every day on the outdoor stage various events 

were held such as taiko drum and shamisen per-

formances, Iwami Kagura dance and karate dem-

onstrations. During the music performances, Saudi 

Arabians were often to be seen dancing in time to 

the rhythm.

Panels that displayed photos from the Great East 

Japan Earthquake that struck just before the festival 

opened made a deep impression on visitors. Many 

viewed the panels for long periods of time, and 

some even gave handwritten condolences to staff 

members. Around 300,000 people visited the Japan 

Pavilion where long lines formed every day.

In 2009 a special television program about Japan 

was aired that evoked a great response in Saudi Ara-

bia, therefore there was already much interest in 

Japan. Among young people as well, Japanese 

manga and anime have become known through the 

Internet and have grown extremely popular.

“Thanks to the influence of manga and anime, 

there were many young people who could speak 

simple Japanese,“ says Yoko Kamiyama of the Sec-

ond Middle East Division, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

“I think that the exhibitions in the Japanese Pavilion 

provided opportunities for not just these people of 

the younger generation, but the older generations as 

well to learn more about Japan.”
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PProduction of silk is said to have begun several 

thousand years ago in China. Exports to places 

such as India, Persia and Egypt soon flourished.

Raising silk cocoons and silk reeling tech-

nology spread across the world, but the mecha-

nism that gives silk its extremely high strength 

when cast from an aqueous solution remained a 

mystery. Tetsuo Asakura, a professor at Tokyo 

University of Agriculture and Technology, is 

working on the latest technology to unravel the 

mystery of this natural fiber and has become 

the first person in the world to clarify its molec-

ular structure before and after spinning.

“My interest in silk stems from my research 

into nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR), a 

method of determining the molecular structure 

of organic compounds and proteins using a 

high magnetic field. Magnetic resonance imag-

ing (MRI) devices that are used to make images 

of cross-sections of human bodies and other or-

ganic matter are an adaptation of this NMR 

technology,” Professor Asakura says. “When I 

started my research around 1980 it was com-

monly understood that NMR was restricted to 

pure test specimens with no impure substances 

mixed in. My researcher colleagues told me 

that molecular structure analysis could be per-

formed for specimens such as live worms or 

mice using NMR devices. This led me to won-

der whether it could be applied to the molecular 

structure analysis of silk.”

Elucidating the Structure of Silk
In 1981, Professor Asakura moved to the 

Tokyo University of Agriculture and Technolo-

gy to focus his research on silkworms and silks, 

and quickly began a new field of research. By 

analyzing live silkworms using NMR, Professor 

Asakura thought he could identify the molecu-

lar structure of silk before spinning. 

“Past research had brought an understand-

ing that silk was a protein composed of several 

amino acids such as glycine, alanine and ser-

ine,” Professor Asakura says. “However, we 

couldn’t understand why the protein in a liquid 

state stored in the body of silkworms turned 

into a very strong fiber after spinning. I clarified 

the structure of the model compounds of silk 

before spinning at the atomic level together 

with the silk itself before spinning using new 

solid-state NMR equipment. In addition, I stud-

ied the detailed structure of the thin sections of 

silkworm spinnerets using an optical micro-

scope to understand the structural change of 

silk after spinning. I performed a thorough 

study to determine their structure and what 

happened when force was applied. Having re-

vealed these structures, I was able to under-

stand the silk production mechanism.” 

As a result of these twenty-five years of 

The New Silk Road
Silk’s use as a fabric is well known, but these days attention is focused on using the natural silks 

as biomaterials. Tetsuo Asakura, a professor at the Tokyo University of Agriculture and Technology, 

and a leading researcher in the development of artificial blood vessels using silk, speaks with 

Takashi Sasaki.
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steady research, Professor Asakura in 2001 

found that the silk structure before spinning is 

quite unique; specifically, a repeated β-turn 

(loose helical) structure which is quite different 

from other proteins and which is the key to pro-

ducing a very strong fiber from the aqueous so-

lution stored in the silkworm.

Silk Blood Vessels
The elucidation of the structure of silk 

makes it easier than before to improve it as a 

biomaterial and remarkably expands its poten-

tial. For example, raw silk can be dissolved 

again in an aqueous solution with a high con-

centration of ions and the aqueous solution can 

be obtained through removal of the ions by di-

alysis. This aqueous solution can be freeze-

dried and made into a sponge form for use as a 

scaffold material for cartilage, corneas, bones, 

teeth and ears. Smooth progress in regenerat-

ing these parts has been demonstrated in ani-

mal testing.

Furthermore, a lot of attention has been 

paid recently to the development of thin (1.5 

mm diameter) blood vessels that can be used 

for coronary artery bypass operations when ar-

teriosclerosis occurs. The vessels are produced 

by weaving 30-micrometer-thick strands of silk 

around vinyl chloride tubes and then removing 

the tube to prepare the vessels after coating 

with silk gel to fill the gaps between the stitch-

es. This coating treatment protects against 

leaks of blood. 

Artificial blood vessels with a diameter of 

about 10 mm using polyester-type synthetic 

resin are already in practical use, but this type 

of artificial blood vessel clots easily if the ves-

sels have a diameter of less than 6 mm. Howev-

er, when ar-

tificial blood 

v e s s e l s 

made of silk 

are trans-

planted into 

mice, even 

after a year 

there is very 

little clog-

ging, and a 

new vessel 

tends to 

form after decomposition of the silk; that is, re-

production of the vessel occurs. 

“Silk has been used for making stitches in 

surgical operations for many years and works 

well with human bodies. If it is transplanted, it 

is different from artificial blood vessels made of 

synthetic resin, which stay as is for a lifetime. It 

is a natural protein and so it slowly decomposes 

inside the body over time. In other words, it will 

also be possible before long to switch formed 

natural vessels with artificial blood vessels,” 

Professor Asakura says. 

Professor Asakura’s research team is cur-

rently aiming to put artificial blood vessels to 

practical use within the next ten years, and re-

search is also being carried out on larger ani-

mals such as pigs and dogs. Furthermore, 

through genetic modification operations, the 

team has successfully managed to make silk-

worms create silk that is strong with high cell 

adhesion. There is also the prospect of produc-

ing a large amount of silk for regenerative bio-

materials at low cost. 

Takashi Sasaki is a freelance writer.

26 27
Highlighting Japan   JUNE 2011 Highlighting Japan   JUNE 2011

Tetsuo Asakura, a professor at the 
Tokyo University of Agriculture and 
Technology



TThe popularity of the Magic Fry Pan that 

Nishikimi Chuzo developed in 2002 continues 

nationwide. With purchasers using it on house-

hold stoves and voicing comments such as, “My 

meals taste great now” and “Our fried rice isn’t 

sticky anymore; it’s just like the rice we eat at a 

Chinese restaurant,” the company until last 

year had consumers waiting three years for 

their order to arrive. 

Nishikimi Chuzo was originally a small 

company that manufactured iron mold parts 

for cars. In 1991 when the bubble economy 

collapsed, president Yasuo Nishikimi felt the 

crisis as orders from business partners re-

duced dramatically. 

“We’ll go bankrupt if we remain a subcon-

tractor,” he reasoned. “We need to make origi-

nal products.” 

The following year, Nishikimi realized that 

if he made cooking utensils with cast iron, 

which conducts heat twice as fast as iron, food 

could be made faster and taste better. He took 

a mock-up of a cast iron steak plate to a restau-

rant that an acquaintance of his owned. As ex-

pected, they told him, “The meat tastes better 

when cooked on the cast iron plate.” The differ-

ence between wrought iron and cast iron is in 

their carbon content. Cast iron is made by melt-

ing iron in a furnace of high heat and mixing 

coal powder. During this process, carbon drops 

off and leaves minute pores on the surface. 

Cooking oil seeps into these pores, which en-

able the plate to fry meat and vegetables thor-

oughly without charring them. When the ac-

quaintance suggested to Nishikimi that he 

make a frying pan using cast iron, Nishikimi 

approached the challenge with confidence.

Challenging Received Wisdom 
Having said he would do it, Nishikimi knew 

that if he were to use cast iron to make a frying 

pan, which would require at least 4 to 5 mm 

thickness to maintain durability, it would weigh 

3 kg.

Every day after finishing off his main busi-

ness, he would work on making a frying pan 2 

Out of the Frying Pan Ordinary
Conventional wisdom has it that you can use any frying pan on a 

household stove low in heating power but you can never cook with it 

as restaurants do. Yet Nishikimi Chuzo Co. in Mie Prefecture has 

rewritten that common-sense logic with its Magic Fry Pan. Miho 

Yanagisawa reports on the company’s way of monodzukuri.

Trade name	 Nishikimi Chuzo Co.

Representative	 Yasuo Nishikimi, president

Address

	 �262 Oaza Sakae, Kisosaki-cho, Kuwana-gun, Mie Pref.

Items manufactured

	 Vacuum pump parts, frying pans, woks

Website	 �www.nisikimi.co.jp/main_e.html

MONODZUKURI
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Yasuo Nishikimi, president of Nishikimi Chuzo Co.



mm thick, but it was tough to form it well, as 

the mold would leave a hole or creases during 

the casting phase. Controlling the few percent 

contents of carbon, silicon and manganese in 

cast iron was not easy, and there were too many 

uncertain factors that affected the quality of the 

finished product, such as fire power and mois-

ture in the air during casting. 

Revolutionary Pan Wins  
Top Chef’s Approval

After three years of trial and error changing 

the composition and balance of the mixture of 

raw materials, Nishikimi succeeded in making 

a frying pan 2 mm thick, 1,200 g in weight and 

26 cm in diameter. 

Nishikimi took the finished product to a chef 

de cuisine at one of the best hotels in Japan and 

asked him to use it for a week. The chef duly 

praised the pan’s quality, telling Nishikimi that 

the frying pan worked well even with dishes 

using foie gras and lobster that demand strict 

heat adjustments, making them taste better 

than ever. 

Nishikimi’s frying pan went commercial. 

News of the pan’s quality spread by word of 

mouth, and when TV stations and newspapers 

introduced the product, orders stormed in and 

overloaded the company’s phone lines. But the 

craze only lasted several months. The reason: 

“A 1,200-gram pan is still too heavy for a woman 

to handle.” 

Back to the Drawing Board 
Nishikimi decided that he would strive to 

make a frying pan 1.5 mm thick. 

This mere 0.5 mm difference turned out to 

be a tough wall to break down. Thinning the 

iron by 0.5 mm always produced a hole or 

creases during casting. Days came and went, 

with Nishikimi trying and failing. But one day, 

he accidentally mixed twice as much coal into 

the iron as usual, which turned out to be a lucky 

break. The additional coal spread throughout 

the melted iron evenly and created a surface 

thoroughly cast of small pores, which resolved 

the issue of holes and creases during forming. 

Nishikimi had finally overcome the 0.5 mm 

wall. In 2002, almost ten years after his first 

mock-up, he produced the ideal, light-but-strong 

frying pan 1.5 mm thick and weighing 980 g 

that can make great tasting food. 

The Magic Fry Pan made from such chal-

lenges continues to sell today. The company 

expanded on its production line last year and 

eliminated wait time on delivery. Meanwhile in-

quiries are increasing from abroad. 

Miho Yanagisawa is a freelance writer.
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Nishikimi Chuzo 
Co.’s Magic Fry Pans 
deliver great tasting 
food as well as high 
energy savings—a 
30% saving over 
iron frying pans and 
50% over both 
aluminum and 
stainless steel, 
according to tests by 
the Nagoya 
Municipal Industrial 
Research Institute; 
inset, ready for 
delivery



LLocated among the office buildings of Tokyo’s 

Chiyoda Ward, the arts center 3331 Arts Chiyoda 

was the host on April 23 of another Heartmark 

Viewing workshop. Heartmark Viewing is an art proj-

ect in which participants cut and sew heart-shaped 

pieces of fabric onto square pieces of fabric and 

then sew their work together to form a single large 

tapestry. The tapestries created in this way are then 

hung at the shelters for victims of the Great East 

Japan Earthquake. People from around Japan and 

overseas who have learned about the project from 

the Internet or newspaper reports have been send-

Katsuhiko Hibino (red shirt) and participants 
in the Heartmark Viewing workshop held at 
3331 Arts Chiyoda, Tokyo.

Artist Katsuhiko Hibino (kneeling, right) alongside 
participants in a Heartmark workshop held at a primary 
school-turned shelter in Kesennuma, Miyagi Prefecture
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ing heart-adorned pieces of 

cloth to the project base, 

3331 Arts Chiyoda. At the 

workshop on April 23, these 

cloth squares were sewn 

together to form several 

tapestries measuring rough-

ly two-meters square.

A woman in her forties 

who took part in the work-

shop says, “I’ve wanted to 

do something for those in 

the area affected by the di-

saster, but I didn’t know 

what would be good. It’s 

fun to work on this 

while trying to fig-

ure out how to as-

semble the pieces 

of cloth to make a 

cheerful tapestry.”

The artist that 

came up with the 

idea for Heartmark 

Viewing is Katsuhiko 

Hibino. After the 

2004 Niigata Prefecture Chuetsu Earth-

quake, Hibino had taken colored pencils 

and sketchbooks around to the shelters and 

spent his time drawing pictures with the 

children there.

Hibino says, “I started Heartmark Viewing not only 

to create a place where the disaster victims can feel 

a sense of relief, but also to give form to the feelings 

of people who want to do something for the victims, 

and then bring that to them. I decided to use hearts 

because everyone sees the heart as an icon of love 

and kindness.”

The workshop has been held around Japan in 

places such as Kyoto, Osaka, Gifu and Kumamoto 

Prefectures. Families and groups of friends often at-

tend. So far, more than 300 people have participated 

in Heartmark Viewing workshops.

From April 29 to May 8, presentations of the com-

pleted tapestries and workshops were held at twelve 

shelters in Ibaraki, Fukushima, Miyagi and Iwate Pre-

fectures. Anywhere from five to fifteen people par-

ticipated in each workshop. One of the victims of the 

disaster who participated says, “It’s been a long time 

since I made something myself. It was fun.” The 

completed tapestry was hung inside the shelter.

Workshops will also be held at a festival in Iwate 

Prefecture, and at a museum and hot spring resort in 

Fukushima Prefecture.

“I want the disaster victims to feel that they can 

participate too by expressing themselves,” says 

Hibino. “When they’re creating art, it’s a break from 

the reality of living in the shelter—it’s time for them-

selves. I think that’s something extremely important 

for the hearts of the victims.”

A mother and daughter work together on a pattern at a 
Heartmark workshop in a shelter in Ofunato, Iwate Prefecture.

30 31
Highlighting Japan   JUNE 2011 Highlighting Japan   JUNE 2011



http://www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/publicity/book/hlj/index.html

 Highlighting Japan

JOIN OUR MAILING LIST!
To receive our monthly e-mail newsletter and information  

about updates to this site, please sign up via the 
“Newsletter” banner at the top of our homepage.

Minazuki is an early-summer wagashi (sweet) comprising white uiro (a steamed mixture of rice 
or wheat, flour, water and sugar) topped with azuki (red beans). The sweet originated in Kyoto 

centuries ago and remains popular throughout the Kansai region. Minazuki is the Japanese name 
for “June” in the lunar calendar, and the sweet traditionally is eaten only in this month.  
People in Kansai, especially Kyoto, eat minazuki on June 30 as part of Nagoshi no harae,  
the purification rites held at Shinto shrines on the last day of the first half of the year.  
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