November 2010


Dear Travelers,


I'm back from Japan.  This time, I escorted a group of 14 people to the Japan Sea Coast area and Kyoto from October 19 to 30.  As the group size was a little larger than usual, I asked Jake Davies to accompany and guide us for 4 days in the San-in region and Masa Fujiwara for a day tour in Kyoto.  It was great to have them with us.  We learned a lot from them, especially about Izumo mythology, Shintoism, Kagura Dance, gardens, architects, and Zen Buddhism. 

We visited, this time again, the scenic countryside and remote villages deep in the mountains.  It is fun to travel the backroads.  The interactions with the locals have always become one of our favorite memories.  


However, as I reported before, our favorite small towns and the countryside in Japan face a serious economic problem; they have been hit hard by the slow economy in the past decades.  Many shops and restaurants have been closed and once busy old streets are now very quiet.  They are also suffering from population loss, as many young people are moving to larger cities for better job opportunities.  

Kamiyama in Tokushima prefecture on Shikoku Island, where I visited in early November, is one of those small towns.  But, it seems that they have found a unique solution.   Let me share the story with you. 

Kamiyama was once a thriving logging town of 21,000 population (1955), but today it has only 6,500 people, of which the majority is elders. The town is located an hour's drive from Tokushima City, the capital of Tokushima Pref.  It is a beautiful town, surrounded by lush mountains of cedar, cypress, and bamboo trees.  When mists rise from the layered mountains of various fine green trees in the morning and evening, it looks like a sumi-e (black blush) painting.  


The town is composed of several areas: clusters of villages along the river which runs through the town, and farms on layered old stone terraces neatly lined up on soaring hills.  On the old main streets is a small grocery store, a variety store, a hair salon, and so on, but the streets are quiet and business looks very slow.  The only thriving business in town is a hotspring hotel.  Kamiyama is known for its great mineral hotspring.  As the town is close to the Shozan-ji temple, one of the foremost 88 temples of the pilgrimage, it is a popular stop for pilgrims.  The nearby Kenzan Mountain, which is known for its scenic beauty throughout the year, attracts hikers and sightseers.  However, if the pilgrims, hikers or occasional tourists brought some businesses, it would be still too short to revive the economy of the town.


"We see the economic problem as a chance to recreate a more qualitative, sustainable, people-oriented community," says Mr. Shinya Ominami, president of Green Valley Inc., a nonprofit organization in Kamiyama.  In Japan, it is usually the role of government to work on issues such as economic and neighborhood developments.  But, in Kamiyama, residents play an important role.  Unique ideas and projects have been born among them and adopted by the town, such as Japan's first Adopt-a-Highway, eco-tourism, an immigration support project which helps people from other areas in Japan to move to live in the town, a work study and job training program for youth, a forest preservation and cleanup project, and so on.


Above all, the most innovative and successful one is "Artist in Residence", which started in 1999.  The project allows several artists from overseas and Japan to stay and work on arts in Kamiyama for a few months.  The artists are provided with transportation, room and board, and some other expenses during their stay.  In exchange, they are required to produce art, such as photography, painting, sculpture, installation arts or music, to express the nature, life and people of Kamiyama, and at the end of the project, to contribute the work to the town.


Their Artist-in-Residence program is unique.  When a selected artist arrives in the town, a pair of volunteers called 'mother' and 'father' is assigned to him/her so s/he has a smooth and easy transition to a new life.  A group of volunteers will also help artwork production.  For example, for installation artwork in the outdoors, they will clear the land, prepare tools and materials, and construct the art piece together with the artist.  Hospitality is a time-honored tradition in Shikoku where 88 temples of the pilgrimage are located.  In olden days, the locals offered meals or places to stay to pilgrims who traveled on foot and often slept outside.  The spirit of caring is still alive in Kamiyama.   


About fifty artworks are on display in the town.  Some are set along the art trail in the forest, and others are exhibited in the old Sake storage house, historical puppet theater, Green Valley's office, or the former elementary school building which has been closed for shortage of school-age children.  Admission is free.


Walking the art trail, I see a square concrete box with geometric patterns, a wooden barrel with many small windows, 10 feet square bamboo screen with a round circle in the middle, stones arranged in a spiral, a pile of wood...  "Ummm, what is this?"  "What does it mean?"  My mind goes blank.  The so-called installation arts do not make any sense to me.  They are beyond comprehension.  Smiling, a local volunteer guide tells me, "You don't have to understand.  Just feel your feeling.  That is what art is about." 

I see it.  When you give up understanding, you judgmental mind quiets down.  When you stop inquiring about meaning, the meaninglessness loosens you up and child-like playfulness slowly awakens.  Art is fun.  


Art is also powerful.  The art project has brought visible changes to the town; an oral and visual history of the elders was compiled and published; traditional dances and music were re-learned and a new folk dance, Sudachi Ondo, has been created, which cheered up the locals.  Kamiyama is now known as an International Art Village.  Green Valley, Inc. received the Japan Foundation Prize for Global Citizenship. The art has re-vitalized the spirit of the people of Kamiyama.     

The town is now attracting urban youth who are looking to start a new life in this artful countryside. An architect group from Tokyo is renovating vacant old houses.  Some immigrants started new businesses such as a bakery, an IT office and a restaurant.  And there are college students who are interested in farming.  Though there is no movie theater, pachinko parlor or trendy coffee shop in Kamiyama, the people look to have a great time.  


Leaving Kamiyama, I said, " Ominami-san, I want to bring a small group of Americans to this town.  What do you think?"  "Sounds good.  I will be happy to show your group around.  We don't like a big bus-load of tourists here, but welcome a small group", said Mr. Ominami.  Small is beautiful in Kamiyama.


So, who wants to go to Kamiyama with us in our Shikoku Tour next spring?


We will upload a Shikoku Tour 2011 itinerary shortly, which will include a visit to Kamiyama.  We also plan to give a Shikoku Tour presentation in early January.  We'll keep you posted.


Stay warm and have a great Thanksgiving!


Best, 

Mariko Watanabe-Harumi

Owner/Tour Director

Community Travel Service  
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