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Technologies for 

reducing energy 

consumption that 

utilize the cold 

and snow are 

finding a foothold 

in Japan. This story looks at the examples of the 

Okudaisen Bunanomori Water Plant in Tottori Pre­

fecture, where a snow room stores up to 260 tons 

of snow to produce cold water, and at a new type of 

wholly insulated home that draws on geothermal 

power.

Villages within the mountains of the Tohoku, Joshin­

etsu and Chubu regions of Honshu (the largest of 

Japan’s four main islands) are hit with heavy snow 

during the winter. How 

have the people living 

here adapted to the cli­

mate? We look at the ex­

amples of gassho-zukuri 

houses, basket weaving 

and fabric making, and at 

the tradition of ferment­

ing food.  
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This month’s Cover Story introduces some of the distinct customs and cultures 
that have emerged in Japan in response to the often harsh winter climate. The 
feature begins with an interview with University of Tokyo Emeritus Professor 
Yoshio Tsukio, who advises on regional development in Hokkaido and Tohoku, 
where the winters are extremely cold and snowy.
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Learn all about this popular event 

and answer our quiz!

A Kyoto-based com­

pany has achieved a 

groundbreaking com­

pact for its solid fuel 

type hydrogen fuel 

cell for smartphones.

Yukiko Tani lives in 

Laos, Southeast Asia, 

where for more than ten 

years she has been mak­

ing  handmade fabrics 

with minority ethnic 

groups.  

Continuing this series introducing places or things of 

interest in each of Japan’s forty-seven prefectures, 

Rob Gilhooly visits a lacquerware maker in Hirosaki, 

Aomori Prefecture, and a Boshu uchiwa fan maker 

in Minamiboso, Chiba Prefecture.

Chiba

Aomori
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O n his first overseas trip after taking office, 
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe officially visited 

three Southeast Asian countries—the Socialist Re-
public of Vietnam, the Kingdom of Thailand and 
the Republic of Indonesia—from January 16 to 18.

On January 16, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited 
the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. This year marks 
the 40th anniversary of the establishment of diplo-
matic relations between Japan and Vietnam. Prime 
Minister Abe held a meeting with Prime Minister 
of Vietnam H.E. Mr. Nguyen Tan Dung at the 
Prime Minister’s office. At the meeting, Prime 
Minister Abe said that Vietnam was an important 
partner for Japan with shared regional challenges 
and a mutually complementary economic relation-
ship. The two leaders shared the recognition that 
both sides would further advance their “Strategic 
Partnership,” strengthen their cooperation, and 
work together to ensure peace and stability and 
achieve prosperity in the Asia-Pacific.

 Prime Minister Abe expressed the commitment 
that Japan would continue its support for Vietnam’s 
economic and social development and conveyed Ja-

pan’s intention to provide Vietnam with new yen 
loans of up to about 500 million US dollars (46.6 
billion yen) for the implementation of three proj-
ects. Prime Minister Dung expressed his apprecia-
tion for the loan. The two leaders shared the percep-
tion that both sides would further their cooperation 
in trade, investment, infrastructure development 
and other fields.

On January 17, Prime Minister Abe met Prime 
Minister of Thailand H.E. Ms. Yingluck Shinawatra 
at her office.

At the meeting, Prime Minister Abe pointed 
out that Thailand was the largest hub of Japanese 
corporate activities in Southeast Asia as well as 
an important partner for Japan, sharing funda-
mental values such as democracy and the market 
economy and economic interests. The two leaders 
shared the recognition that both sides would fur-
ther advance their “strategic partnership,” 
strengthen their cooperation, and work together 
to ensure peace and stability and achieve prosper-
ity in the Asia-Pacific.

The two leaders shared 
the view that their coun-
tries would closely coop-
erate with each other for 
the smooth operation of 
the Japan-Thailand Eco-
nomic Partnership Agree-
ment, infrastructure de-

Vietnam

Prime Minister Abe speaks alongside Prime Minister of 
Vietnam H.E. Mr. Nguyen Tan Dung.

Thailand

Prime Minister Abe 
shakes hands with Prime 
Minister of Thailand H.E. 

Yingluck Shinawatra.

Diplomacy Starts with Southeast Asia
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velopment in Thailand and other matters. On 
infrastructure projects, both leaders exchanged 
views on various issues, especially flood control, 
railways, satellites, and information and communi-
cation technology (ICT).

On January 18, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited 
the Republic of Indonesia and held a summit meet-
ing with President H.E. Dr. Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono at the Merdeka Palace.

At the meeting, the two leaders shared the rec-
ognition that both countries would promote coop-
eration in the fields of (a) the economy, (b) politics 
and security, and (c) people-to-people exchanges on 
the occasion of this year’s 55th anniversary of the es-
tablishment of diplomatic relations between Japan 
and Indonesia, and that they would further 
strengthen the bilateral “strategic partnership.”

Referring to cooperation in the economic sector, 
Prime Minister Abe pointed out that the develop-

ment of Indonesia was a driving force of regional 
economic growth and important for the rehabilita-
tion of the Japanese economy as well. He expressed 
his expectations that Indonesia would adopt appro-
priate macroeconomic policy and improve the 
country’s investment environment. Concerning in-
frastructure development in the Jakarta Metropoli-
tan Area, both leaders shared the view that Japan 
and Indonesia would promote cooperation for the 
swift and smooth implementation of the “MPA 
(Metropolitan Priority Area) Strategic Plan” agreed 
to by the two countries.

Indonesia

Prime Minister Abe speaks alongside Republic of Indonesia 
President H.E. Dr. Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono.

At his meetings with the leaders of the countries visited, 
Prime Minister Abe conveyed the message that Japan would 
work together with ASEAN as its equal partner in pursuit 
of prosperity in the Asia-Pacific region through the realiza-
tion of universal values such as freedom, democracy, basic 
human rights and the rule of law, and through a network of 
economic partnerships in order to ensure regional peace and 
prosperity in light of the changing strategic environment in 
this region. From that point of view, Prime Minister Abe 
announced on January 18 “Five Principles of Japan’s ASEAN 
Diplomacy” after the Japan-Indonesia summit meeting.
(1) Firstly, to protect and promote together with ASEAN 

member states universal values, such as freedom, democ-
racy and basic human rights.

(2) Secondly, to ensure in cooperation with ASEAN mem-
ber states that the free and open seas, which are the most 
vital common asset, are governed by laws and rules and 
not by force, and to welcome the United States’ rebalanc-
ing to the Asia-Pacific region.

(3) Thirdly, to further promote trade and investment, in-
cluding flows of goods, money, people and services, 
through various economic partnership networks, for Ja-
pan’s economic revitalization and prosperity of both Japan 
and ASEAN member states.

(4) Fourthly, to protect and nurture Asia’s diverse cultural 
heritages and traditions.

(5) And fifthly, to promote exchanges among the young 
generations to further foster mutual understanding.

Five Principles of Japan’s ASEAN Diplomacy
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The Japanese archipelago extends 3,000 kilometers from north to south and is divided into east and west by 
mountains—the Pacific side and Sea of Japan side. The climate thus differs considerably from region to 
region. The four seasons are distinct as winters are extremely cold and snowy, especially in Hokkaido and the 
Tohoku and Joshinetsu regions, while it is warm in Okinawa and the other southwestern islands. The average 
temperature in Rikubetsu-cho, a town in eastern Hokkaido called the coldest place in Japan apart from Mt. 
Fuji, in January averages -11.4°C. In contrast, the average January temperature on Hateruma island, Okinawa 
Prefecture is 19.2°C. This makes for a 30-degree difference from north to south. Moreover, in summer, the 
highest temperature in Rikubetsu-cho sometimes reaches 30°C, so the temperature difference is very wide 
between winter and summer. 

In the variety of climates, different customs and cultures have been developed in Japan in accordance with 
the seasons and regions. This month’s Cover Story is all about Japan’s harsh winter.

T he Sea of Okhotsk, known for its sea ice 
in the winter, lies along the northeastern 
coast of Hokkaido. Drift ice is observed 

from the coast in mid-­January and comes close to 
towns along the coast from late-January to early 
February. The ice measures 40–50 cm thick.

“From nowhere else other than the Okhotsk coast 
of Hokkaido can drift ice be observed at a low lati-­

Professor Yoshio Tsukio paddles a sea kayak 
through drift ice off the Shiretoko Peninsula

Each year more than two million people from home 
and abroad visit the Sapporo Snow Festival, where 
more than 200 snow and ice statues are displayed. 
The 64th festival will be held February 5–11, 2013.
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tude and from a short distance,” says Yoshio Tsukio, 
professor emeritus at the University of Tokyo.

Professor Tsukio specializes in media policy and 
systems engineering and is a pioneer in information 
technology (IT) in architectural design. He is also 
active in the fields of regional development and en-­
vironmental conservation, and advises on regional 
development in Hokkaido and Tohoku. He enjoys 
kayaking and cross-country skiing, and is a so-
called Cape Horner—someone who has paddled 
through a route around Cape Horn, the tip of South 
America, known as one of the most challenging 
nautical routes.

Local people have regarded drift ice as a nuisance 
obstructing their fishing, but in recent years the ice 
has become the main attraction in the winter. Many 
tourists from home and abroad join cruises on ice-
breaking ships on the Sea of Okhotsk from late-
January to late-March. Walking on drift ice guided 
by fishermen on their winter break has become 
popular among tourists in recent years.

“In Japan there are now events taking advantage of 
the snow and low temperatures in a number of plac-­
es. The Japanese have used snow and cold through 
the ages not only for tourism but also for their lives,” 
Professor Tsukio says. “Their ingenuity is especially 
reflected in the processing of food. Some preserved 
foods for the winter have been passed down through 
the generations and many people consume them.”

Since cold weather curbs the growth of bacteria 
and leads to good sake, many of the areas in which 
sake is produced are known to be very cold. Kanten 

(Japanese agar), a pre-­
served food made 
from tengusa algae, 
and koridofu (frozen 
bean curd), which is 
often used in cooked 
dishes, are traditional 
Japanese foods whose 
ingredients are frozen 
and dried in the win-­
ter. In Ojiya-chijimi and Echigo-jofu, fabric-making 
techniques inscribed on UNESCO’s list of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity, fabric is placed on 
snow-covered fields to brighten the colors in the 
final stage of their processing. Fabric laid upon snow 
is a traditional scene heralding the arrival of spring 
in the region (see pp 18-19).

The winter cold is indispensable to some tradi-­
tional crafts. The process of making washi (tradi-­
tional Japanese paper) involves the use of cold water 
in the winter. In a dyeing method called yuzenzome, 
which is practiced in Kyoto and Kanazawa, dyed 
fabric was put in cold river water in the winter to 
remove extra starch and dye. This technique, called 
yuzen nagashi, was a common sight in these cities 
in winter.

“The human race used its ingenuity to overcome 
difficulties in winter before it invented the prod-­
ucts of modern civilization. Part of its ingenuity 
was learning to use the forces of nature, including 
snow and cold,” Professor Tsukio says. “And this 
ingenuity is not just something inherited from the 

past. It is important to rethink Japanese cul-­
ture associated with winter and snow in this 
age of the environment.”

Professor Yoshio Tsukio

The 25th Showa-Shinzan International Yukigassen 
competition will be held in Sobetsu in southwest 
Hokkaido on February 23 and 24. This competition is 
said to be the largest yukigassen (snowball fight) in 
the world. Strict rules have been set and yukigassen 
has changed from just play into a sporting event. 
Last year around 150 teams and 1,500 people, who 
won preliminary games nationwide, participated in 
the competition, and over 600 people from about 
70 countries and areas outside Japan have 
participated since the competition began.CO
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A power shovel is used to transport snow to the 
snow room in the Okudaisen Bunanomori Water 
Plant in Kofu-cho, Tottori Prefecture.

In regions with heavy snowfalls, the cost to homes and businesses of snow removal and snow melting is high, 
and energy consumption for heating in winter continues to increase. However, technologies for reducing 
energy consumption that utilize the cold and snow as energy sources are beginning to come into widespread 
use. Masaki Yamada and the Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji report.

I n snowy regions, snow removal is a major 
challenge. The cost of snow removal and the 
securing of places where the removed snow 

can be dumped are a big headache for local commu-
nities. Hope is at hand in the shape of technologies 
that use this snow as a source of energy. 

The most popular method is to store snow that has 
fallen during the winter, and ice made from the cold 
outside air, and to utilize that cold air and cold water 
for crop storage and air-conditioning right through 
until summer. For example, a storage facility for 
brown rice in Bibai City in central Hokkaido stores 
6,000 tons of brown rice using 3,600 tons of snow. 

The temperature inside the storehouse is maintained 
at 5°C, preventing deterioration of flavor. At New 
Chitose Airport, the aerial gateway to Hokkaido, 
snow is stored on a corner site 100 m long by 200 m 
wide. The snow melt that flows from this snow stor-
age facility, said to be the largest in the world, is used 
for air conditioning of the airport building in sum-
mer. This provides 20–30 per cent of the energy used 
in the building as a whole. 

Leading beverage manufacturer Suntory has in-
stalled a snow room to store snow at its Okudaisen 
Bunanomori Water Plant (site area about 290,000 
square meters) in Kofu-cho, Tottori Prefecture, com-

Energy from Snow
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pleted in 2008. The characteristic of the plant is that 
its production line utilizes snow.  

The Okudaisen plant is situated at the foot of 
Mount Daisen (1,729 m), the highest peak in the 
Chugoku region of southwest Japan, and produces 
mineral water using water pumped from within the 
site. Densely wooded with a vast forest of Japanese 
beech, this is one of the heaviest snowfall areas in the 
Chugoku region, with 1–2 meters of snow accumu-
lating in winter.  

The snow room of the Okudaisen plant is able to 
store up to about 250 tons of snow. In this region, 
snow begins to fall in earnest from around Decem-
ber. The snow that accumulates within the site is col-
lected using a power shovel and transported to 
the snow room. By January, the snow room is 
normally full of snow. 

In winter, water from the melted snow in the 
snow room is used to make cold water, which 
is then employed to cool the mineral water 
production facility. The production facility 
generates heat, which increases the tempera-
ture of the water used to cool it. When this oc-
curs, it is passed through a pipe in the center 
of the snow room, where the temperature of 
the water is lowered before being discharged 
into the river. The reason for this is that, while 

the water itself is totally 
unpolluted, draining ar-
tificially heated water 
into a river that has a 
lower water temperature 
may have an impact on 
the environment. 

At the same time, how-
ever, the company was 
able to dramatically curb 
the consumption of fuel 
required to transport the 

snow, since it takes around 30 tons of snow from the 
snow room per day to cool this heated water. In Jan-
uary 2011, around 500 tons of snow, enough to fill 
200 dump trucks, were melted without being trans-
ported off-site.

In summer on the other hand, the snow in the 
snow room is used as cold water for air conditioning 
inside the plant. The inside of the snow room is well 
insulated, so the snow that has been stored in winter 
is still there by the time summer comes.  

With the use of this snow room reducing the elec-
tricity required for air conditioning and cooling, the 
Okudaisen plant has succeeded in curbing carbon 
dioxide (CO2) emissions by around 5 tons per year.

The mineral water production line at Okudaisen Bunanomori 
Water Plant. The snow from the snow room is used to cool the 
heat generated by the production line

The Okudaisen plant is open to 
members of the public by 
appointment, and receives more 
than 8,000 visitors each year.
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W ith the demand for eco-friendly goods 
in recent years, people in Japan are tak-
ing far more interest in the creation of 

electric power using natural energy in ordinary 
homes, and in energy saving products such as low 
power consumption air conditioning, heating, and 
household electrical appliances.

As far as the use of natural energy in ordinary 
homes is concerned, the use of solar power genera-
tion systems in particular is becoming increasingly 
widespread with the support of national and local 
governments. According to a survey by the Japan 
Photovoltaic Energy Association, as of April 2012 
the total number of residential solar power genera-
tion systems installed in Japan has passed the one 
million mark. 

However, the disadvantage of the solar power gen-
eration system is that power generation is affected by 
the weather. On rainy or cloudy days, reduced power 
generation is unavoidable. 

In this context, leading manufacturer of residential 
homes PanaHome developed homes that use geo-
thermal power, a stable natural energy that is not af-
fected by the weather. 

“We came up with the Comprehensive Home So-

lution that wraps the entire house in insulation, from 
ceiling to external walls to the foundations, utilizing 
the natural heat of the earth. The basis of that con-
cept is to see the space under the floorboards as a 
space that utilizes geothermal heat,” says Seishi 
Shiote, chief manager of the House Planning and 
Product Development Department of PanaHome. 
“Instead of cutting off the space under the floor-
boards from the living space by attaching insulation 
materials to the under side of the floorboards as is 
the case with regular homes, it takes in geothermal 
heat directly.” 

In this case, the geothermal heat is different from 
that which hails from the interior of the earth, such 
as magma; the sort which is used in the generation 
of electric power. Geothermal heat used in the 
Comprehensive Home Solution is heat that is heated 
(or cooled) by sunlight and air and stored in the 
earth. This ground source heat is not easily influ-
enced by changes in temperature caused by the sea-
sons or weather conditions, and the heat from ap-
proximately 10 meters below the ground is 
maintained at around the annual average tempera-
ture (in Tokyo, around 16°C.)

In the past, insulation materials had been attached 
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The Weather-proof Home

Publicity image of a CASART TERRA home
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to the under side of the floorboards of residential 
homes. However, with the Comprehensive Home 
Solution insulation materials are placed in the inter-
nal part of the reinforced concrete foundations rather 
than being attached to the under side of the floor-
boards. The space under the floorboards is not com-
pletely airtight, since air vents are placed on the 
foundation in order to take in air from the outside to 
this space. However, even so, the effect of geothermal 
heat means that there is less variation in the tempera-
ture of the air under the floorboards compared with 
the air outside, so that it is cool in summer and warm 
in winter.

The ECO NAVI Ventilation System exploits that 
air under the floorboards. With this system, sensors 
measure the difference in temperature between the 
inside and the outside of the home and automatically 
control the amount of ventilation depending on the 
temperature difference. In winter, air heated under 
the floorboards is automatically taken into the room. 
In summer, when the room temperature rises, cold 
air from under the floorboards is brought into the 
room using a fan. While this is simply ventilation 
rather than air conditioning or heating, this system 
reduces the energy for cooling and heating. 

In this way, it is possible to realize energy savings 
using natural energy without installing large-scale 
equipment. When a comparison is made using the 
same criteria between a household of an assumed 
four family members (total floor area 123 m2) and 
the CASART TERRA home that has introduced the 
Comprehensive Home Solution and ECO NAVI 
Ventilation System, the yearly heating and lighting 
expenses for the CASART TERRA is around a quar-
ter of the yearly heating and lighting expenses for a 
regular home. Further, the annual volume of CO2 
emissions can be reduced from 3.55 t to 1.40 t. Resi-
dents living in CASART TERRA homes say how 
happy they are to be able to live in such a large house 
and not have to worry about their electric bill, while 
at the same time being able to help the environment 
without being aware of it.

The Comprehensive Home Solution and the ECO 
NAVI Ventilation System are without parallel in 
the world and their outstanding energy-saving fea-
tures are regarded very highly, receiving the Minis-
ter’s Prize from the Ministry of Land, Infrastruc-
ture, Transport and Tourism in the 9th Eco-Products 
Awards (Eco-Products Category) in Japan in 2012.

The award-winning Comprehensive Home Solution system is 
designed to take in geothermal heat directly.

The whole house is 
insulated, including the 

internal part of the 
foundations, where the 
walls come into contact 

with the ground.

 geothermal heat

insulation
materials
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Disposable Body Warmers

When the cold becomes severe and the hands 

and feet are freezing, the time has come to get 

out the kairo! 

Kairo, or disposable body warmers, owe their 

warming effect to the heat generated when iron 

powder oxidizes. Just remove the pouch from its 

vinyl packaging, shake it gently and it will heat up 

right away. Commercialized in Japan in the late 

1970s, kairo are made 

from nonwoven fabric and 

are filled with iron powder, 

salt and activated carbon. 

Sizes vary, but the com-

monly used pouch is small 

enough to fit into the palm 

of the hand and will main-

tain a pleasant heat when 

opened for about twenty 

hours. The heat in the smaller pouches lasts about 

half as long. 

Many people use kairo habitually as a simple 

and portable product for staying warm when work-

ing outside in winter, or commuting to school or 

work. In addition to the regular and mini size 

pouches, there are kairo that attach to clothing or 

inserted into shoes. According to the Japan Dis-

posable Body Warmer Manufacturers Association, 

more than 2 billion kairo were sold in Japan be-

tween May 2011 and April 2012.

These handy disposable body warmers are also 

becoming popular overseas where they are used 

in ways that suit the circumstances in each coun-

try or region. Kobayashi Pharmaceutical Co., for 

example, sells disposable body warmers in twenty 

countries and regions around the world including 

China, Hong Kong, Japan, Taiwan, the United 

Kingdom and United States. According to the 

company, the most common 

usage in North America, for 

Indispensable Items
for 

Protection against the Cold
In Japan, there are many handy products to keep one feeling warm and comfortable when the 
temperature drops. The following items are popular with all age groups, and for many are 
considered indispensable in the winter months.

Disposable body warmers sold by Kobayashi 
Pharmaceutical Co. These products are sold in China 
(left), Japan (center) and the United States (right).
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A standard sized disposable hand warmer
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example, is to put a mini pouch in the left and right 

pockets to keep the hands warm when leaving 

the house. In China, the pouches that can be at-

tached to clothing are very popular. In the north of 

the country, there is also particularly high demand 

for feet warmers. In the comparatively warm 

southern areas of China, the body warmers are 

valued as one of the options for staying warm dur-

ing the short winter because houses are not 

equipped with proper heating systems.

Functional Innerwear

The conventional wisdom has been to wear heavy 

sweaters, coats and other thick clothes for protec-

tion against the cold in winter. Now, in Japan, put-

ting on thin, light and warm “functional innerwear” 

is the first thought for many.  

Functional innerwear uses the moisture that 

evaporates from the body to generate heat, and 

by trapping the heated air in the fibers, it ensures 

that the heat is retained. The fabric has a smooth 

texture that is form-fitting and feels pleasant to 

wear. The products vary, but there are some that 

combine warmth with other functions such as 

elasticity, sweat absorption and quick-drying 

functions, anti-static, antibacterial and odor-

resistance functions.

Many companies including apparel makers and 

private supermarket brands now sell functional in-

nerwear, including long-sleeve or half-sleeve tees, 

tights and children’s innerwear. There are plenty 

of colors and patterns for women’s products, 

which can also be enjoyed as fashion items and 

not only worn underneath outerwear. Modern 

functional innerwear has evolved from the heat in-

sulating innerwear for outdoor use worn only at 

particular times, to winter clothing that many Japa-

nese people wear in everyday life.

The boom in functional innerwear was sparked 

when Uniqlo Co. started selling its HeatTech prod-

ucts in 2003. Since the initial launch, HeatTech 

products have been continuing to evolve by add-

ing and improving a range of functions in pursuit 

of further smoothness and softness to the touch. 

The HeatTech now has 10 different type of func-

tions and comes in men’s and women’s ranges. In 

2008, Uniqlo launched a full-scale overseas sales 

of HeatTech and they distributed giveaways to 

passing pedestrians as part of a global campaign 

in the five cities of New York, London, Paris, Bei-

jing and Seoul. Subsequently, many people who 

tried the HeatTech products reacted with surprise 

at how the comfort and warmth of the HeatTech 

products contrasted with the apparently thin fab-

ric. Today, HeatTech is sold in thirteen countries 

and regions worldwide including China, Japan, 

Russia, Singapore, Thailand, the United Kingdom 

and United States, and global sales for the period 

from April 2012 to March 2013 are targeted to 

reach approximately 130 million items.

Colorful, patterned HeatTech for women on display at a 
Uniqlo store in Japan. When the winter cold gets severe, 
large quantities of HeatTech sell in no time at all.
The HeatTech products on sale differ with the country and 
region. Depending on the season, there are also periods 
when HeatTech products are not available.
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Winter Wonderland



Villages within the mountains of the Tohoku, Joshinetsu and Chubu regions of Honshu are hit with heavy snow 
during the winter. The people living in these villages have come up with their own ideas for houses, tools, 
clothing, food and various other aspects of life to overcome the winter snow and cold. The crystals of 
ancestral wisdom and technique born of such a harsh winter climate live on within the people’s lives today. 
Masaki Yamada and the Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji report.

T he gassho-zukuri village of Shirakawa-go 
(Gifu Prefecture) receives some of the 
heaviest snow in Japan. Snow accumulates 

up to two meters high during the snowy season from 
late-December to early March, and in the days before 
roads were made for automobile traffic, snow blocked 
off any transportation route and the area was referred 
to as an “inland island.” 

Born of such harsh climatic culture and isolation 
some 300 years ago was the idea of the gassho-zukuri 
house. This style is characterized and immediately 
defined by its uniquely shaped roof. The huge, 
thatched roof with a grading of 50–60 degrees is a 

symbolic architectural style through which the tra-
ditions of the Shirakawa-go village are passed down 
to this day.

“There are largely two reasons our ancestors made 
roofs in this shape,” explains Masahito Wada, direc-
tor of folklore museum Wada-ke (Wada House), 
which itself is a gassho-zukuri house in which he 
lives. “One is that by grading the roof sharply, they 
kept snow from piling heavily on the roof and allevi-
ated the work of shoveling it off. The other is that by 
making the roof high and large, they were able to 
obtain a two- or three-layer open space in the attic.”

Shirakawa-go was an active center of sericulture 

Wisdom of the Inland Islanders
The Gassho-zukuri houses of Shirakawa-go

Gassho-zukuri houses in 
Shirakawa-go, Gifu Prefecture
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from the mid-Edo period (1603–1867) to the early 
Meiji period (1868–1912) due to its vast production 
of mulberry leaves that serve as feed for silkworms. 
The ground floor was used for living while the wide-
open attic was used as a sericulture workshop. 
Gassho-zukuri houses were also outfitted with a 
basement as a place to produce ensho, an ingredient 
used in gunpowder. This was one of the village’s im-
portant industries during the winter when the people 
were unable to farm.

“The gassho-zukuri house was extremely func-
tional architecture, providing its first floor as a living 
space, second and third floors as a cocoon-produc-
ing factory, and the basement as a production plant 
for ensho,” Wada says.

A gassho-zukuri house also consisted of numerous 
architectural concepts. For example, its roof is as-
sembled without using a single nail and is held in 
place with strong ropes. This keeps the roof flexible, 
which disperses the force of accumulated snow, ty-
phoons or earthquakes by letting the roof slightly 
shake, and heightens the house’s durability.

The first floor living room of a gassho-zukuri house 
always has an irori (hearth). While the main purpose 
of an irori is obviously to boil food or to provide 
warmth, smoke that rises from it “smokes out” the 
entire home, keeping bugs away and architectural 

materials rot-free, and consequently keeps the house 
strong. The second and third levels casually have slits 
in their floors to allow smoke to rise from the first 
floor living room to the attic. Other creative features 
include heightened thermal insulation due to the 
roofing material being thatched, and sufficient intake 
of sunlight and wind by equipping the attic gable 
with white shoji (paper screen) windows.

Today in Shirakawa-go there are fifty-four gassho-
zukuri houses. The Wada House is the largest. The 
Wada clan served as village headmen and guard offi-
cials while making a fortune on production and 
transaction of ensho. As mentioned earlier, the house 
is now a folklore museum and a must-see tourist at-
traction in Shirakawa-go.

“There used to be less automobile traffic than we 
have now, so when I was a child I used to make snow-
men and kamakura (snow houses) or go sledding and 
play to my heart’s content in the snow,” Wada says. 
“By finding all these fun things to do, we were able to 
get through the harsh winter in Shirakawa-go.”

Since the village was inscribed on UNESCO’s 
World Heritage list in 1995, tourists to Shirakawa-go 
have increased, reaching approximately 1.3 million, 
including many from abroad.

“Winter is when we have the fewest visitors, which 
in turn keeps the village in a still silence and can 
probably show what Shirakawa-go really feels like,” 
Wada explains.

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.

The Wada House attic was used as a sericulture workshop. Its 
roof is held in place with strong ropes.

Masahito Wada lights a fire in the Wada House irori.
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O n a January day, the Seikatsu Kogeikan 
in Mishima-machi, Fukushima Prefec-
ture held a “Winter Craftwork Class.” 

Snow around the Kogeikan had risen to over a meter 
in height and the temperature was below freezing, 
yet about forty people in their thirties to seventies 
gathered here to work on the region’s traditional 
craft, Okuaizu amikumi-zaiku.

“I was happy today that we had newcomers partici-
pate in addition to the experienced folks,” comments 
Shuko Baba, chairperson of the Okuaizu-Mishima 
Amikumi Products Promotion Council. “The expe-
rienced folks including myself usually make prod-
ucts at home, but it’s very stimulating to see other 
people’s works like this.”

Mishima-machi in Fukushima Prefecture is situ-
ated in an area of the prefecture known as Okuaizu, 
of which about 90% is forest. In Okuaizu, where 
snow reaches one to two meters in height in the win-
ter, production of amikumi-zaiku using trees and 

plants has been popular since long ago, and baskets 
and other amikumi-zaiku have even been found 
from ruins dating back to 2,500 years ago. 

“People have made however many they needed of 
whatever they needed in life—baskets to collect wild 
plants in the mountains or sieves to wash vegetables 
in water—using trees and plants that the local moun-
tains offered in the summer and fall,” Baba says. “In 
the winter, when farming was in the offseason, vil-
lagers would sit in front of their irori (hearth) with 
their family members and teach each other how to 
make things.”

Okuaizu amikumi-zaiku is largely classified into 
three types based on the material used. First is the 
type that uses the bark of the yamabudo (crimson 
glory) vine. This bark is extremely strong, so it is 
often made into baskets that carry heavy loads or 
knives. It is characterized by its turning into a dark 
brown color and taking on a unique gloss the more 
it is used. The type that uses the stem of the silver 

Craftsmen hold samples of their Okuaizu amikumi-zaiku products.
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Weaving with Nature
Okuaizu amikumi-zaiku
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vine has elasticity and is water repellent, so it is pri-
marily made into sieves. A kan-zarashi procedure of 
putting the product out in the open winter air at the 
final stages of production bleaches the product and 
gives it greater strength. And the type that uses a pe-
rennial plant called hiroro is woven with hiroro rope 
for warp and material such as mowada (bark of 
broad-leaved deciduous tree called the Japanese 
lime) for weft. It finishes like lacework and has the 
flexibility of cotton, and is suitable for handbags and 
small pouches.

“I usually spend about five hours a day completely 
engrossed in my craft,” Baba says. “I also teach the 
craft to my grandchildren in Tokyo whenever they 
come to my home. They take what they made to 
school and show them off.”

These kinds of woven crafts using natural materi-
als were once made all over Japan, but with the spread 
of industrial products they gradually lost ground. 
One of the biggest reasons why weave crafting has 
been passed down to this day here in Mishima-machi 
is that it began town-wide action to preserve tradi-
tional ami-zaiku and train successors in the early 
1980s. Basing its operations at the Seikatsu Kogeikan 
that completed in 1986, the town produced ami-
zaiku in contemporary designs and held ami-zaiku 
classes for its citizens, and the Okuaizu amikumi-

zaiku gradually began gaining nationwide recogni-
tion. Around 2000, increasing numbers of people 
wanted to buy Okuaizu amikumi-zaiku, so the crafts-
men established the Okuaizu-Mishima Amikumi 
Products Promotion Council and began selling their 
works. Today the system allows the craftsperson to 
receive 80% of the sale price of the work. Some 100 
people, mostly in their seventies, make ami-zaiku, 
with many of them starting the craft after retiring 
from their business careers. They do not make items 
to order, but rather make what they want.

Okuaizu amikumi-zaiku has been gaining nation-
wide popularity over the past several years. The 
number of handmade ami-zaiku items using natural 
materials is limited to 600–800 per year, and works 
can only be purchased (principally) at the Seikatsu 
Kogeikan. Yet an event held in Mishima-machi 
three times a year enables sales of ami-zaiku of 
Okuaizu and from around the nation, and visitors 
are increasing each year. An event held last early 
summer drew the largest crowd of about 25,000 in 
two days to Mishima-machi, which only has a popu-
lation of about 1,900. “It’s a happy moment to see 
our work sell. We gain a sense of joy that we were 
recognized,” Baba says. “I’m hoping to let more 
people know about the wonders of Mishima-machi 
through ami-zaiku.”

Okuaizu amikumi-zaiku weaving techniques as seen at Seikatsu Kogeikan in Mishima-machi, Fukushima Prefecture
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“Y uki wa chijimi no oya to iubeshi.” 
(Chijimi is a gift of the snow.)

This quote comes from Hokuetsu 
seppu, which tells about the snow-related nature, life 
and industries of Echigo (now Niigata Prefecture) in 
the late-Edo period (1603–1867). Chijimi here refers 
to Echigo chijimi (Echigo crepe cloth). Today, Echigo 
chijimi is classified into Ojiya-chijimi and Echigo-
jofu depending on the region in which it is produced. 
Ojiya-chijimi is produced in Ojiya, Niigata, and is 
hemp textile with a rough surface called shibo, while 
Echigo-jofu is made in Minami Uonuma, Niigata, 
and is a plain-woven hemp textile. Both textiles are 
extremely thin and lightweight, and because they are 
dry on the skin even in the humid summer season, 
people have used them as materials for quality ki-
monos for the summer.

The history of Ojiya-chijimi and Echigo-jofu dates 
back over 1,200 years. With some records indicating 
they were offered as gifts to the imperial court or 
shogun, since long ago they have been highly re-
garded for their quality. Chosen as a material for the 
shogunate’s ceremonial clothing during the Edo pe-
riod, they were produced using as much as 200,000 
tan (1 tan is 37 cm wide and 12.5 m long and can 
make a single kimono) a year.

Their traditional production techniques have been 
passed down to this day and were designated as Ja-
pan’s first Important Intangible Cultural Assets in 
1955, and inscribed on UNESCO’s List of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2009.
“Because of the snow, people of this region were 

unable to farm outside in the winter. Making Ojiya-
chijimi and Echigo-jofu at home in the winter was a 
valuable source of cash income for the people during 
the agricultural offseason,” explains Masayoshi 
Ogawa, chairman of the Association for the Conser-
vation of Techniques for Ojiya-chijimi-fu, Echigo-
jofu. “Hemp thread breaks easily when the air is dry. 
The fact that this region is surrounded by snow and 
maintains just the right humidity made it suitable 
for hemp production.”

Ojiya-chijimi and Echigo-jofu undergo over thirty 
procedures in the process from making the thread to 
product completion, and are manufactured with 
craftspeople splitting roles. The process is all manual 
labor requiring time and perseverance, and it takes 
about five months to make a single tan. Some of its 
primary procedures are oumi (making yarn), kasuri 
zukuri (making kasuri), seishoku (weaving), yumomi 
and ashibumi (kneading and trampling) and yuki-
zarashi (snow bleaching). Yuki-zarashi is one of the 
final procedures, involving laying the woven fabric 
out on the snow on a sunny day during February or 
March. The scene of various fabrics in a variety of 
patterns laid out beautifully over pure white snow is 
a seasonal sight in this region that signals the end of 
a long winter and the coming of spring.

“By laying the fabric out on the snow, the fabric 
not only softens but also turns white. They say that 
when snow melts in solar heat and the moisture 
passes through the fabric pores and then evaporates, 
it releases ozone, which bleaches the fabric,” Ogawa 
says. “When and how long the fabric stays out in the 
snow depends on the intuition of the craftspeople 
specializing in yuki-zarashi.”

Women primarily take on the role of producing 
Ojiya-chijimi and Echigo-jofu, and the techniques 
have been passed down from one generation to the 

Gifts of the Snow
Ojiya-chijimi and Echigo-jofu

Echigo-jofu fabric is light and well suited to the summer kimono 
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next, from mother to daughter or mother-in-law to 
wife. Yet with the spread of western clothing after 
World War II and a decline in demand for kimono, 
the number of craftspeople with the production 
technique fell dramatically. To preserve the tradi-
tional techniques, the Association for the Conserva-
tion of Techniques for Ojiya-chijimi-fu, Echigo-jofu 
was established and, with assistance from the na-
tional and local governments, has trained successors 
since 1973. It hosts seminars every year for this pur-
pose, in which students split into oumi, kasuri or ori 
(weaving) courses. Students on the ori course learn 
the techniques over a period of 100 days, while stu-
dents on the oumi and kasuri courses learn over 20 
days in the winter season, over a span of three to five 
years. Once they finish the course they are able to 
work at the local textile manufacturer. Students of 
ori course are mostly women in their twenties and 
thirties, with 60% coming from outside Niigata Pre-
fecture. Today there are about seventy Ojiya-chijimi 
and Echigo-jofu craftspeople, with most of the ori 
experts being graduates of the association’s seminar.

“Students are all extremely passionate, and hardly 
any of them quit in the midst of their studies,” Ogawa 
says. “We hope to train these people with care and 
pass the technique onto the next generation.”

Yuki-zarashi takes place on a sunny day with good weather for the purpose 
of bleaching the fabric.

Yuki-zarashi is carried out on on fine, sunny days for the 
purpose of bleaching the fabric. The process can take 
anywhere from two days to a week, depending on the 
fabric color and the weather.
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Fermented Food 
of the North
Fermented food is part of our ancestors’ wisdom applied to preparing 
for the winter cold. Dr. Takeo Koizumi, Fukushima-born emeritus 
professor at the Tokyo University of Agriculture and a researcher of 
fermented food, spoke with the Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji about 
this most nutritious of comestibles.

Dr. Takeo Koizumi: One major characteristic is 

that Japan has so many types of fermented food. 

Miso, soy sauce, sake, natto (soy beans) and kat-

suobushi (dry bonito) are Japan’s most famous 

fermented foods. Europe has its own fermented 

foods in yogurt and cheese, and Asia has baijiu 

(China), nuoc mam (Vietnam), and nam pla 

(Thailand), yet no single country other than Japan 

has so many types of fermented foods. The num-

ber of such foods is so high because the country 

is humid and the conditions are suited to repro-

ducing microorganisms that ferment food materi-

als. Since Japan also has abundant food materials 

such as fish, vegetables and grains, there are nat-

urally more types of fermented food.

Fermenting food makes it capable of being 

stored for long periods of time. In the days when 

there were no refrigerators, fermentation was 

necessary to preserve food. The Japanese eat a 

great deal of fish, so there are numerous ferment-

ed foods using fish. Well-known examples are 

shiokara made of 

cut squid and its 

intestines salted 

and fermented, 

and nare­zushi 

m a d e  o f  f i s h 

pickled and fer-

mented together 

with rice.

One reason is its harsh winter climate. Since people 

could not harvest farmed products in the winter because 

of the cold and snow, they made fermented foods that 

could be preserved for cold months. They have a particu-

larly wide variety of tsukemono (pickles). They pickled 

vegetables such as daikon radish, cucumber, Chinese 

You eat and study fermented food from around the world. What are the 
characteristics of fermented food in Japan?

Takeo Koizumi, emeritus professor at 
Tokyo University of Agriculture, enjoys 
some nishin-zuke (pickled herring), a 
fermented food of Aomori Prefecture

The Tohoku region in northeast Japan 
has a particularly wide variety of 
fermented food. Why is that?

Tsukemono 
vegetables pickled 
in a tsukedoko 
filled with miso

Narezushi of mackerel, 
fermented in rice
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What other fermented foods do the people of 
Tohoku frequently eat?

They eat natto, made 

by fermenting soy-

beans. Among the 

prefectures with the 

largest consumption 

of natto in Japan are 

Fukushima (number 

one), Akita (two) and 

Yamagata (four)—all 

in the Tohoku region. 

Today, the people of 

Tohoku commonly eat 

natto on rice as do 

people of other areas, 

but during and before the Meiji period (1868–

1912), they ate it in their miso soup. Since the 

Nara period (710–794), the Tohoku farmers grew 

rice in the fields and soybeans on the ridges be-

tween them. The people of Tohoku put tofu in 

their miso soup together with natto. Tofu and 

miso are also made of soybeans. Prior to the Meiji 

period, the Japanese people, including those of 

Tohoku, ate scarcely any meat, but soybeans 

have as much protein as meat. People were thus 

able to obtain plenty of protein from miso soup, 

natto and tofu without having to eat meat, which 

is why the people of Tohoku were able to build 

stamina to get through the cold winter.

Are there any fermented foods of Tohoku that you would like people of 
the world to try?

Many fermented food products have a unique 

smell and taste and may not suit the palates of 

people overseas who are not used to them. But I 

think iburigakko of Akita Prefecture is one food 

that anyone can eat and enjoy. Iburigakko is dai-

kon pickled in nukazuke (salted rice bran) and 

smoked with wood. There are many food prod-

ucts around the world that are smoked; such as 

coffee, whisky and ham. Yet iburigakko is the only 

food in the world that smokes fermented pickles. 

As with smoked food of other countries, iburigak-

ko smells of wood smoke, which is why I believe 

people of other nationalities would have no prob-

lem eating it.

The Tohoku region and Japan have such an 

abundance of fermented foods. Expo Milan 2015, 

themed “ Feeding the Planet, Energy for Life,” will 

take place in May–October 2015, and I will help 

introduce Japanese fermented foods. I am hoping 

to take this opportunity to have people of the 

world taste the wonders of these foods.

Iburigakko, a dish of daikon radish smoked in salted 
rice bran that is popular in Akita Prefecture. Iburi 

means to smoke; gakko refers to pickles.

cabbage and eggplant in a tsukedoko (bed) of 

miso, soy sauce and koji (rice malt). Vegetable 

tsukemono not only contained abundant vitamins 

made by microorganisms but was also full of fiber 

and extremely healthy. Tohoku was traditionally 

an agricultural region. People sweat from farm 

work in the summer and lose salt. Tsukemono 

contains a great deal of salt that replenishes peo-

ple’s supply. The people of Tohoku needed fer-

mented food in order to survive.

The popular and traditional 
health food that is natto, 
fermented soy beans
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K amakura is a traditional event held at ko-shogatsu or Little New Year 

(around January 15) in Akita Prefecture and Niigata Prefecture. In “houses” 

made of snow, people worship the God of Water, and pray for domestic 

happiness, commercial success, and a good harvest. The houses themselves are also 

called “kamakura.”

The Kamakura in the city of Yokote in Akita Prefecture is especially famous, and is 

said to date back around 400 years. The current format, where children gather and play 

in the kamakura built to worship the God of Water, became the custom from the Meiji 

period (1868–1912). The children give out a sweet, warm drink made of rice known 

as amazake to people who come to pay a devotional visit to the God of Water in the 

kamakura. In February each year (this year, February 15 and 16), the Snow Festival is 

held, and more than 100 kamakura measuring around 3 m high are built all over town, 

and events to entertain the local people and tourists are staged. Small kamakura are 

also built around the town, and candles are lit inside them. In Yokote, there are places 

The Kamakura in Yokote

Ways of Japan
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Q 1: �At Kamakura events, a certain food that is eaten 
at New Year is grilled and given out along with 
the amazake drink (photo). What is it?

A: Grilled beef

B: Grilled fish

C: Mochi rice cakes

Q 2: �There are several theories about the origin of the 
word “kamakura.” One theory is that the kama­
kura resembles the shape of something that used 
to be in the kitchen. What was it?

A: Cooking pot

B: Cooking stove

C: Table

where people can see kamakura all year 

round, not just in winter. At the sightseeing 

attraction Kamakura Hall, life-size kamakura 

made from Yokote snow are preserved all 

year round in a room where the temperature 

is kept regulated at minus 10°C.

Thousands of little kamakura igloos make for a fantastic scene.

Ways of Japan KAMAKURA
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“Even though they are all called 
‘cells,’ a hydrogen fuel cell’s 
functions are based on fun-

damentally different principles from those 
employed by the dry cells and storage cells 
that store electricity. It might be easier to 
think of them as a small power generator that 
uses hydrogen for its energy source.”

So says Akira Kamisawa, director of the 
Research and Development Headquarters at 
Rohm Co., a semiconductor manufacturer in 
Kyoto. When water is electrolyzed, it gener-
ates hydrogen and oxygen. Simply put, hy-
drogen fuel cells are a way to draw electricity 
from hydrogen in a completely reversed 
chemical reaction process.

The solid hydrogen source fuel cell was an-
nounced in September 2012 out of the joint 
development efforts of Rohm Co., Kyoto 
University, and Aquafairy Corporation, an-
other fuel cell venture headquartered in 
Kyoto. This USB-compatible smartphone re-
charger is only 86 mm long, 52 mm wide, and 
19 mm thick, and fits comfortably in your 
palm. It weighs only 73 g, including the built-
in hydrogen generator cartridge. It’s so com-
pact you’ll hardly notice it if you carry it in 
your pocket or bag.

Since most conventionally developed hy-

drogen fuel cells store hydrogen in a cylinder, 
their drawbacks were that they were big, 
heavy, and hard to handle. In contrast, in-
stead of hydrogen cylinders, the solid hydro-
gen source fuel cell uses sheet-type solid cal-
cium hydride placed in an attached cartridge 
that was developed using proprietary tech-
nologies. If you compare fuel cells for smart-
phones, this groundbreaking compact fuel 
cell is only about a third of the size and weight 
of conventional models.

Kamisawa explains the development 
work thus:

“When calcium hydride is combined with 
water, hydrogen and calcium hydroxide are 

USB-compatible solid fuel type hydrogen fuel cell for 
recharging smartphones (left)
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Safe and Efficient 
Hydrogen Fuel Cells
Fuel cells have gained a lot of attention as a next-generation power source, and their performance is 
expected to improve even further. Amid the development competition underway in various countries, 
a fuel cell charger using a solid hydrogen source for smartphones developed by Kyoto-based Rohm 
Co. and partners has achieved a groundbreaking compact size. Takashi Sasaki reports.

SERIES SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY



generated. Calcium hydroxide, or so-called 
lime hydrate, is a safe substance used as a 
food-coagulating agent and to neutralize 
acidified rivers and soil. It had been impossi-
ble to use calcium hydride with fuel cells, be-
cause calcium hydride powder reacts strongly 
with water and instantaneously generates 
hydrogen. However, we developed a solid hy-
drogen source by coating it with resin to a 
sheet form, and let it react a thousand times 
lower than usual, thereby enabling hydrogen 
to be generated safely and stably. All the other 
technologies that were crucial to its commer-
cial development were unique technologies 
created here in Kyoto, including the compact 
unit for efficiently drawing electricity from 
hydrogen and the semiconductor technology 
for stably supplying electricity.”

The solid hydride source sheet placed in 
the attached cartridge is 38 mm long, 38 mm 
wide, and only 2 mm thick. By adding water 
(several cc), it generates about 4.5 liters of 
hydrogen, enabling 5 Whr of electricity to be 
supplied, which is enough to fully recharge a 
smartphone. Only a minute amount of heat 
is generated during operation, and the 
amount of water vapor created when the hy-
drogen and oxygen in the air are bonded is 

only about as much as that in a baby’s exhaled 
air. Hydrogen is often associated with dan-
gerous situations, but anyone can use this 
product safely. Unlike dry cells, whose per-
formance gradually declines due to the volt-
age difference inside, the laminated alumi-
num-wrapped calcium hydride is capable of 
maintaining its initial energy for twenty 
years. Furthermore, it is believed that volume 
production will keep the price at a level simi-
lar to the lithium-ion batteries used for digi-
tal cameras and other equipment.

By varying the size of the attached car-
tridge and the reaction time, Rohm Co. and 
partners have developed various other types 
of hydrogen fuel cells in addition to this ex-
tremely-compact type for smartphones. 
These include a large-output type with a rated 
output of 200 W for use as an outdoor power 
source and during times of disasters, and a 
large-capacity type capable of generating 400 
Whr of power and supplying electricity to 
seismometers and other equipment over the 
long term. Including those three kinds of fuel 
cells, they are conducting a market survey in 
order to generate their business model in the 
spring. While the fuel cell for smartphones is 
a disposable type where the cartridge must 
be replaced each time, the large-output types 
can be turned on and off just like a gasoline-
fueled power generator. These convenient 
features have caused various institutes and 
business organizations around the world to 
focus on these new hydrogen fuel cells made 
in Kyoto as a clean power source that doesn’t 
emit noise or harmful substances.

Takashi Sasaki is a freelance writer.
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A small sample piece of calcium hydride solidified in sheet 
form
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T he first time Yukiko Tani visited Luang 
Namtha, located close to the Chinese bor-­
der in Northern Laos, was 1999. The vil-­

lage she visited had no access to electricity or gas, 
and the ethnic minorities led a virtually self-­sufficient 
lifestyle, making their food, clothing and other ne-­
cessities themselves. Their way of life had a profound 
impact on Tani.

“They harnessed the gifts of nature and used their 
intelligence and physical strength to provide every-­
thing they needed to live. I thought that these people 
were truly independent,” says Tani. “I was deeply 

impressed by them.”
Tani was particularly fascinated by the fabrics 

which the women of the different ethnic minority 
groups make by hand, even more so because they 
made these clothes for nothing or for barter. At the 
time, Luang Namtha was already becoming a money-
based economy and a society where the villagers 
could easily be selling their clothes for money. 

“Anyone used to be able to make fabrics and 
clothes, but it is a skill that is now disappearing from 
the world,” says Tani. “The techniques used here 
were like ‘a living fossil.’ As the money-based econo-­
my was developing, I wanted these women to become 
a part of it using the power in their handiworks 
which they had not yet recognized. I too wanted to 
be involved in this.” 

Tani quit her job as a cram school teacher in Japan, 
and, in 2000, moved to Luang Namtha. In 2002, she 
established HPE (Handicraft Promotion Enterprise), 
and began exporting fabric products to Japan.   

Initially frustrated because she was unable to speak 
any of the local language, Tani began to study, com-­
municating at first with a dictionary in her hands. 
Proving that people have a great capacity to under-­
stand that goes beyond language, Tani was able to 
make clothes through a process of trial and error. It 
was, she says, the happiest moment when, with the 
blessing of nature and of the villagers, she was able to 
make clothes from the beginning of the fabric-mak-­
ing process to the finished product.
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Yukiko Tani lives in Laos, Southeast Asia, where for more than ten years she has been hand-
making fabrics with minority ethnic groups. Osamu Sawaji of The Japan Journal reports.

Yukiko Tani in the HPE office in the village of Luang Namtha.
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A Life in Love with
the Fabrics of Laos
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At times, she says, she 
also harnessed old tech-­
niques from Japan. When 
she urgently needed to in-­
crease production of twist-­
ed silk yarn, while visiting 
Japan she happened upon 
a yarn-twisting machine 
that had been made at the 
end of the Edo period 
(1603–1867). This twisting 
machine worked on the 
same principle as the ma-­
chines that were being 
used at the time in Luang 
Namtha, but it had a far 
greater capacity. What is 
more, because it was hand-operated, it could be used 
in a village without access to electricity. Tani trans-­
ported two machines to Laos with the assistance of a 
Japanese apparel company. The villagers used these 
as a model to produce twisting machines themselves, 
significantly increasing twisted yarn production.  

Laos is home to some fifty ethnic minority groups. 
Tani mainly handles the fabric products of three 
ethnic minority groups. The Lenten are highly skilled 
at cultivating cotton flowers, spinning yarn, weaving 
fabric, indigo dying and sewing by hand. The 
strength of the Black Tai lies in rearing silkworms, 
making raw silk from cocoons, and making silk fab-­
ric. The Khmu meanwhile remove fiber from the 
kudzu vine (Pueraria lobata), make yarn, and pro-­
duce very fine knitted items. The role of HPE is to 
help position these groups’ handiworks in the cycle 
of the money-based economy, even if it is only on a 
small scale, by deciding what to make, revising pro-­
duction processes, taking risks, and selling the fin-­
ished products, all the while harnessing the charac-­
teristics of the clothes of each ethnic group.   

Take, for example, the coasters made by the Lenten 
people. The villagers are free to embroider the 
indigo-dyed cotton cloth as they wish, and no two 
coasters are the same.

“I felt the products had to be 
small and fun to sell. I ask the 
Lenten people to embroider freely, 
without assigning specific designs, 

using their own embroidery skills. Some designs are 
quite elaborate while others are more rough. I buy 
them all, but the prices I pay differ according to their 
traits. In this way the embroiderers can decide by 
themselves what they should make,” says Tani. “The 
number of coaster makers has increased without me 
even asking. For the villagers, the work is easy and 
fun, and they find it stimulating that the prices I pay 
differ depending on their efforts. Men and women 
of all ages began making coasters to earn spending 
money for sweets or cigarettes.”

Luang Namtha, where Tani has now lived for over 
ten years, is in the middle of a big change. Construc-­
tion to widen paved roads is underway everywhere. 
The public buildings and private houses in villages 
are being rebuilt in modern styles.

“It is very difficult to hand down handiwork tech-­
niques in the middle of such development. But 
human beings originally spent their lives making use 
of their physical ability with the blessing of nature. I 
wonder if we should abandon such power,” says Tani. 
“I really love the handiworks of the villagers and 
want to hand down their techniques. To do so, I feel 
I will be able to find a beam of hope depending on 
how closely I can stick to the basics when making 
fabrics. That’s my challenge.”

Left, Coasters (front right), knotted cord 
(front left), and furoshiki wrapping cloth 

(back left). Theses products of HPE are 
wholesaled and sold at the shop such as 

OUTBOUND in Tokyo.
Right, A woman weaving yarn.

26 27
Highlighting JAPAN   FEBRUARY 2013 Highlighting JAPAN   FEBRUARY 2013



B lanketed in a flocculent quilt of pristine 
white snow, the grounds of Hirosaki 
Castle are blissfully quiet, save for the 

playful chirps of a gang of Japanese tits and the oc-
casional thump of snow plummeting from over-
burdened tree branches. 

There’s not another soul in sight, making it even 
harder to envisage Gen Horiuchi’s account of what 
it will look like here come late April. Then, says 
tree surgeon Horiuchi the 50-hectare park will be 
shrouded not in white, but in numerous shades of 
pink, teeming with pilgrims paying homage to one 
of Japan’s most instantly recognizable symbols.

There are more than 2,600 sakura cherry trees 
of approximately 70 varieties in the grounds of 
Hirosaki Castle and its botanical garden, among 
them Japan’s largest Somei-Yoshino tree. Records 
show one of the 2,600 sakura cherry trees to have 
been among 1,000 Somei-Yoshino cherries planted 
in the grounds 130 years ago by a former samurai, 
making it the oldest Somei-Yoshino in Japan.

Some sakura here are even older. A number of 
Shotokuzakura trees in the castle’s Ni-no-Maru 
district and other areas of the park date back three 
centuries. “In 1715, a samurai brought the saplings 
of twenty-five sakura trees from Kyoto to amuse 
the Daimyo, who was one of the most sophisticated 
people of his day,” Horiuchi says, adding that in 
2011, the castle, which was once home to the 
Daimyo Tsugaru, celebrated its 400th anniversary.

Today these are hundreds more sakura give 
pleasure to considerably more than just a jolly vas-
sal of the Shogun. Each cherry blossom season, an 
estimated 2 million visitors  or more amble along 

the windy castle lanes, or enjoy boating beneath 
the blossoms in the sakura-lined Nishi-bori (west 
moat). Lining both sides of the lane on the castle 
side of the moat is possibly the most spectacular 
sakura “tunnel” in Japan.

At about the time that those first sakura trees 
were being planted in Hirosaki’s castle grounds, 
the city also welcomed its most unique and cele-
brated craft. Tsugaru-nuri lacquerware was 
brought to the city in the early 1700s by Ikeda 
Gentaro, who, following his father’s wishes, had 
gone to study lacquerware making in the nation’s 
capital, Edo, present-day Tokyo.

“With conditions in the countryside being se-
vere and starvation not uncommon, especially in 
the long winter months, a movement began to 
bring in new industries,” says Munakata Takahito 
of the city’s museum. “Lacquerware became one 
of them.”

Over subsequent years the industry flourished, 
incorporating innovative styles that for their 
painstaking production techniques became known 

AOMORI—Cherry Blossoms 
and Lacquerware

Rob Gilhooly visits the castle town of Hirosaki and its neighboring municipality 
Tsugaru, in Aomori Prefecture.
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Hirosaki Castle in the spring, surrounded 
by cherry blossoms
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as “bakanuri,” or fool’s lacquer.
The degree to which the industry took off is re-

flected in documents held at the museum, which 
show there were once more than 500 different de-
signs practiced by artisans. “Tsugaru is now one of 
the lacquerware production places attracting the 
most attention in Japan,” says Munakata.

Today there are approximately thirty artisans in 
Hirosaki who are working on reviving and repro-
ducing the old techniques and designs. The num-
ber of techniques they practice have been nar-
rowed down to four, according to Munakata. 
Perhaps the best-known of those is kara-nuri, a 
marble-like finish achieved through repeated 
painting and filing of dozens of layers of different 
colored lacquer.

While the styles practiced have decreased, the 
variety of items being decorated has grown. At 
Masato Kimura’s atelier in Hirosaki, smart phone 
covers and computer mouses are among more tra-
ditional items such as chopsticks may be found in 
the special drying rooms for lacquer. They are part 
of a local initiative to spread the appeal of the craft 
and ensure its continuation by offering training to 
young people.

“Until that started in recent years more than half 
of the craftsmen were over 65, and I was the young-
est practitioner,” says Kimura, 47,

who started helping the family business when still 
a toddler. “Now we have young apprentices in their 
twenties who are coming up with fresh ideas.”

Through the Tsugaru Urushi Spirit business col-
laboration, Kimura and three other local crafts-
men have also been looking to introduce their 
products overseas, participating in exhibitions in 
Germany, Italy, France and the United States, 
among others.

“It might seem strange to look outside Japan 
when Tsugaru-nuri is not so well recognized even 
in western Japan,” says Tsugaru Urushi Spirit rep-
resentative Teruyoshi Kon as he demonstrates the 
kara-nuri technique. “But through the attention 
given to our work overseas, there has been a re-
newal of interest in Japan.”

Aomori Facts
Aomori is located at the northern end of the main island of 
Honshu. It is one of Japan’s leading agricultural prefec-
tures. Suited to the features of the land and climate, rice 
and apples are grown mainly in the western section of the 
prefecture, while vegetable cultivation and livestock farm-
ing thrive in the southeastern section. 

Population Approx. 1.37 million 

Area Approx. 9,644 km2

Prefectural Capital Aomori City

Best in Japan Apple and garlic harvests
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Exquisite Tsugaru lacquerware dressing 
table (left) and smartphone covers
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A light thud-thud-swish drifts from 
Masao Uyama’s atelier in a verdant cor-
ner of Chiba Prefecture’s Boso Peninsu-

la. Sitting cross-legged on the tatami floor, Uyama 
fixes a three-quarter moon-shaped piece of fabric 
to a rake-like bamboo frame, securing it with sev-
eral firm bangs of a small brush.

He then casts his expert eye over his creation 
before hanging it up to dry—the final step in a 
process he has employed for sixty-three years. 

Uyama, 81, has been producing Boshu uchiwa 
fans since he was a teenager and a time when the 
ornate, non-folding fans were produced in the 
millions. Today, however, he is one of just five 

craftspeople making the fans and the only one ex-
ecuting the entire production process by himself. 

That painstaking process incorporates twenty-
one unique stages, from cutting down, stripping 
and splitting the bamboo to adorning the frames 
with a range of designs printed on high-quality 
washi paper and ornate textiles.

“There was a time when the fans were widely 
used to make fires and shoo away insects, but 
today they are mostly for decorative purposes,” 
says Uyama. “Many things have changed, but the 
production process remains the same.”

Boshu uchiwa are thought to have originated in 
Edo, present-day Tokyo, over 200 years ago. Also 

CHIBA—Boshu Uchiwa
Production of Boshu uchiwa fans is a beautiful but rapidly disappearing craft, as Rob 
Gilhooly discovered on his visit to one workshop in Minamiboso, Chiba Prefecture.

Masao Uyama at work on a bamboo fan; (top left) finished fans
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known as “Edo uchiwa,” the fans gained wide-
spread popularity during the late Edo period 
(1603–1867), when wholesalers in the Nihonbashi 
district of the capital prospered. 

The fans are traditionally made from me-dake 
bamboo, a variety known for its shortage of knots 
and superior flexibility. It is also a type that is read-
ily found in Boshu (better known as Awa), the 
southern part of the Boso Peninsula in modern-
day Chiba Prefecture. By the 1870s the area be-
came a production hub, with more than 1,000 
makers, mostly wives of famers and fishermen, 
producing the bamboo frames as a side business. 

A turning point for the industry came after the 
1923 Great Kanto Earthquake, which burned 
down the Nihonbashi wholesale district. Subse-
quently the entire production center was shifted 
to Chiba, from when the fans became exclusively 
known as “Boshu uchiwa.” 

By the late-1920s around 8 million Boshu fans 
were being produced there each year and along 
with Marugame uchiwa from Shikoku and Kyoto’s 
Miyako fans they became known as one of Japan’s 
three most prestigious fans.

Boshu uchiwa are characterized by their cylin-
drical handles and an exposed portion of the 48- 
or 64-pronged rake-like frame known as the “win-
dow” that exhibits the artisan’s cutting skills.   

According to Uyama, when he started out there 
were around thirty ateliers operating in his small 
village alone, but Japan’s economic expansion in 
the 1960s virtually wiped out the industry. “The 

spread of electric fans and air conditioners forced 
craftsmen to close down and start new businesses,” 
he says. “I thought about taking that route as well, 
but the money well had dried up.”

Although there was a surge in demand following 
the March 2011 disasters in Japan’s northeast, 
when an electricity shortage led people to look to 
alternative ways to stay cool in the humid summer 
months, production has since fallen to around 
150,000, Uyama says, adding that many use frames 
mass-produced outside Japan.

The traditional crafting process employed by 
Uyama restricts output to just four or five fans 
a day.

“Air conditioners are an integral part of society 
now, but bamboo is an important part of our cul-
ture,” says Uyama, who was awarded Japan’s Order 
of the Sacred Treasure in 2011. “I hope people will 
be able to enjoy bamboo crafts such as this for 
many years to come.”

Other places of interest in Chiba Prefecture

Sawara townscape 
The townscape of Sawara is referred to as the Hokuso region’s “little Edo.” Wooden townhouses, old-
fashioned plaster warehouses and many other traditional buildings remain.
Mt. Nokogiri
Mt. Nokogiri is one of the top three peaks in Chiba Prefecture. The name derives from its resemblance 
to a saw (nokogiri) blade. On the grounds of the Nihon Temple on the mountain is a stone Buddha stat-
ue measuring 31.05 m high, one of the largest in Japan.

Chiba Facts
Chiba Prefecture is located to the east of Tokyo, forming a 
peninsula that juts into the Pacific Ocean. The Minami-
Boso area in the southern section of the prefecture is 
blessed with a temperate marine climate that stays some-
what warm in winter and somewhat cool in summer. At a 
popular site called the Flower Line, seasonal flowers adorn 
the sides of the prefectural road. 

Population Approx. 6.21 million 

Area Approx. 5,156 km2

Prefectural Capital Chiba City

Best in Japan Soy sauce production
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February 3 is setsubun, when the devils (oni) in Japanese households are banished from the premises with a shower of 
dry beans and in their place good luck (fuku) is ushered in: “Oni wa soto! Fuku wa uchi!” goes the cry. Another feature 

of the setsubun bean throwing festival, which marks the end of winter and the beginning of spring, is the eating of 
ehomaki rolls. The seaweed and sushi rice-wrapped rolls contain seven ingredients, one for each of the seven gods of 

good luck. The rolls are eaten silently, in one go, while making a wish. The “eho” in the maki (roll)’s means the “direction 
of the new year,” which is determined by the zodiac symbol for the year, and is the direction one should face when 

eating the roll. This year’s lucky direction to face is south by southeast.

Search

Seasonal Foods FEBRUARY 2013  Vol. 6   No. 10

恵方巻き
Ehomaki 

Answers for p. 23     Q1: C. Mochi is a food made by adding water to glutinous rice and 
steaming it, and then pounding the cooked rice and molding it into round balls or squares. 
Mochi rice cakes are eaten by dipping them into soy sauce or red bean paste. They are 
often served at New Year and festivals and other events as lucky food.  Q2: B. The original 
shape of the kamakura resembled the stove or kamado which used to be found in the kitchen. 
The stove has a grill covering the fire and the food is cooked on top of the grill.
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